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      “Brucella, we cannot stir the Mortclaws!”

      I scowled at my husband. After all these years, did he still not know me? Did he still not realize that there was no budging me once I was set on a course of action?

      “It’s the only way,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I don’t care if it’s the only way,” Sergius spat back. “You are not doing this! You’ve lost your mind for even considering it.”

      Blowing out a breath of frustration, I ignored my husband and loped back to our ship. He and the rest of our pack who’d ventured to land followed me. My husband was hot on my heels as I leaped onto the deck.

      “Begin steering north!” I barked to Jurgad, my brother-in-law, who was in charge of navigating our vessel.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You heard me!” I snapped at him.

      “You will do nothing of the sort, brother,” Sergius growled behind me. Moving to my side, he shoved me out of the way and turned on me. “Brucella, enough of this! You would risk the safety of your entire race by unleashing such creatures?”

      I still ignored him. My eyes bored into Jurgad. “So which one of us do you choose to listen to, Jurgad?” I asked. “Your brother or me?”

      He looked nervously from me to Sergius.

      “Mother, Father!” my darling Rona exclaimed, rushing to us. “I don’t understand why you have to fight about this. Why do we need to find Bastien so badly, anyway? He may be our family, but for the sake of The Woodlands, why don’t you give him some space, Mother? Let him do what he wants. If he gets into trouble, it’s his fault.”

      I smiled sourly at my daughter. Ah, Rona. How ignorant you are of the consequences that would ensue should I take up your suggestion.

      Darting forward, I brushed Jurgad out of the way and planted my paws against the wheel myself before beginning to steer in the opposite direction. Sergius launched into my side and knocked me back.

      I let out a guttural growl. The hairs on my body prickled as I glowered at him. It seemed that Sergius and I had already elevated this dispute to a physical level. A violent level. Although Sergius and I were usually able to come to an agreement on most things, as the two alphas of our pack, there were occasions when disagreements could resort to violence. These disagreements were usually settled in favor of the wolf who managed to most injure the other. Sergius could be certain that I was going to give all that I had to ensure that, in this case, it would be me.

      Baring my teeth, I hurled myself at him even as he swiped out with his claws, knocking me aside once again. As a male, he was larger than me.

      But my will was forged from steel.

      “Let’s not do this in front of our daughter,” my husband hissed. “Give up this foolish idea!”

      I answered by launching at his throat. Dodging and gripping the folds of fur behind my neck between his teeth, he slammed me against the side of the boat.

      “Brucella, stop!” he implored again.

      But I wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. How could he expect me to stop until we had Bastien returned to our daughter? He might not care about our family’s honor, not to speak of Rona’s future, but he should at least respect that I did.

      I attacked him once again, but this time he threw me aside with such force that I went hurtling over the ship’s railing and tumbled down into the ocean.

      Fuming, I gazed up at Sergius from the waves as he peered down at me from the deck with several other members of our pack.

      “You will stay here in the ogres’ kingdom,” he bellowed down, “until you come to your senses!”

      “No, Father!” our daughter cried. “We can’t just leave Mother here!”

      My husband looked down at me through harsh eyes, even as he replied to Rona, “We can, and we will.”

      With that, he pulled Rona away from the edge, both of them disappearing from the railing along with the others.

      I remained floating in the water as the ship began to move. Even as I watched it leave me, growing further and further away, I couldn’t help but smile bitterly to myself.

      My husband might have won the right to make this decision for our pack. But he had not won the right to make this decision for me.

      He thought that leaving me here in the ogres’ kingdom would mean that I was stranded and helpless—for would I really dare to embark on the journey to Murther Island all alone?

      I shuddered just at the thought of it, but my husband had pitifully underestimated me.

      He of all people should know that one should never, ever underestimate a slighted alpha bitch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victoria

        

      

    
    
      I remained with Bastien throughout his treatments and recovery. I only left his side once, when the League was due to leave for the ogres’ realm, and I wished to say goodbye to my parents and the rest of the team.

      In spite of the state Bastien had been in when Micah found him, he was making a fast recovery thanks to Meadow Hospital’s jinn and witch nurses. They said that he would be fine to leave that very evening, but suggested that he might as well stay the night and then leave the hospital in the morning.

      I took every opportunity that came my way to assist the nurses. I helped Bastien drink, fed him, and even administered several doses of the witches’ strengthening potion to him myself.

      By the time evening arrived, he was indeed looking a whole lot better. His injured leg, torn open by what had apparently been a shark, had healed. We had fully rehydrated him, and his complexion looked brighter and healthier.

      Once the day nurses turned in after their shift and the night nurses arrived at the hospital, I had a decision to make. Go home to spend the night, or spend it with Bastien. A grin split my lips even as I considered it. That was hardly much of a decision. We had shared the same sleeping space a number of times already, during our journey through The Woodlands. The idea didn’t feel awkward at all.

      Bastien was gazing at me from his bed, propped up on his elbow, his back against the headboard. From hours of resting, his curly black hair was mussed. His expressive gray eyes seemed to be half pleading with me to stay, and half expecting me to.

      I leaned in closer to him, still smiling, and kissed his lips.

      “I’ll stay with you,” I whispered, “if you want me to.”

      His face lit up as our lips parted. “I want you to,” he replied quickly, as though he actually needed to tell me that.

      I left Bastien’s room to fetch a pair of hospital pajamas from one of the cabinets in the corridor outside, as well as a new toothbrush. When I returned, I headed to his ensuite bathroom, where I changed and brushed my teeth. I paused in front of the mirror to comb through my hair with my fingers and then returned to the bedroom.

      To my surprise, Bastien wasn’t in bed. He was standing next to it, his eyes fixed on me as I emerged.

      I realized that he’d also made the bed… as well as a wolf-man could be expected to. I could see that he’d attempted to straighten and smooth the sheets, though patches were still crinkled and awry. The blanket was also wonky and the pillows were still flat from when we had been leaning against them. I beamed at him, appreciating the effort.

      Then I raised a brow, wondering what he was standing for.

      “You must choose which side of the bed you would like to sleep in,” he explained.

      “Oh, um… I’ll take that side,” I said, pointing to the right side, where I had been resting before.

      Before I could even attempt to approach it, he moved to me and scooped me up in his arms. He walked around to the right side of the mattress and gently set me down. His cheeks flushed as I gazed up at him, and that flush was infectious. I felt it spreading to my own cheeks. Although I was covered from neck to foot in pajamas, I suddenly felt exposed before him as his eyes roamed over me.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      He bit down on his lower lip. I doubted he knew how cute he looked when he did that. Clearing his throat, he replied, “It’s just… You’re very beautiful, Victoria.”

      Oh, man.

      I was sure that a person could fry a pancake on my cheeks by now. My throat cramped up, and there was nothing I could think to respond with except a painfully inadequate, “Thank you,” which came out as a breath.

      He backed away from me and circled around the bed to his own side. I turned with him, even as I pulled the blanket up to my chest self-consciously.

      The mattress moved as he lay down and rested his head on his pillow. He turned on his side too, so that we were facing each other.

      He continued gazing at me, his face assuming a thoughtful expression. “You know,” he said softly, “I never would have thought that I would find such a friend in a human girl.”

      I almost smirked. It was endearing the way Bastien still called me his “friend”. It was as if a part of his brain was still in denial that he had really gone against his family’s wishes in wanting me over Rona.

      I couldn’t help but close the distance between us at his admission. I laid my head against his pillow next to him and leaned in until our lips were but a couple of inches apart. I slid my feet down his calves while twining my legs with his. I reached a hand to the side of his face and brushed a thumb gently against one corner of his mouth. “Bastien,” I said, brushing my nose against his.

      He gazed down at me, his gray eyes wide—eyes that were all too easy to lose myself in.

      “Yes?” he responded.

      “Since the last night we spent together, and during the time when we were torn apart, I realized that you have become a lot more than a friend to me.”

      He tensed a little. His expression serious, he replied, “You did for me, too, Victoria.”

      “I know,” I said, nodding, even as I felt tears of joy spring to my eyes. Joy that he had made it back to me. Joy that he felt the same way.

      He wound one arm around my waist and pulled us closer still, until our bodies were flush. Tingles raced down my spine and along my skin.

      His firm lips caught mine in a passionate kiss. His fingers closing around the fabric at the back of my shirt, I felt his fingernails trailing gently against my lower back.

      As the night grew deeper, neither of us were showing any signs of sleepiness. We just lay, content in each other’s arms, immersed in the bliss our caresses and closeness brought one another.

      At one point, Bastien shifted further down the mattress and rested his head against my bosom. My heart skipped a beat as I wondered what he was doing, or what he was about to do.

      “You’ve stopped breathing,” he commented, his voice muffled beneath the sheets.

      “Yes,” I replied, my voice strained. I released the breath I’d forgotten I was holding.

      I gradually relaxed. I began to move my hands through his black, curly hair, coiling strands of it round my fingers.

      It dawned on me soon enough what Bastien was doing. One of his ears was pressed directly over my heart. He seemed to be listening to my heartbeat.

      He remained in the same position for another ten minutes, before surfacing again. His mouth trailed up my throat as he became level with me again. His lips were reddish where the blood had risen in them.

      “Your heart is strong,” was all he murmured.

      I chuckled, before narrowing my eyes on him in mock suspicion. “So that’s all you were doing down there for the last ten minutes? Checking out my heartbeat?”

      He flashed me a coy smile and chose not to answer. Instead he gathered me to him and distracted me with another of his all-consuming kisses.
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      After Lawrence left, I wasn’t quite sure what to do with myself. Since Shayla had assigned me the task of being his caregiver, my life had revolved around him. I had spent so many days in his presence. Now that he had been taken away by his father, I felt a sense of emptiness.

      The TSL members, my parents included, restocked our helicopter, Nightshade, with more supplies and weaponry. My grandfather decided that they would leave the very same day for the ogres’ realm to continue their mission to uproot the hunters from the supernatural dimension.

      I was a member of TSL now. Although my parents said that I could accompany them if I wanted, I decided to stay behind. As much as I wanted to help, I didn’t have the presence of mind to do anything right now. I just felt like retreating to my room and being alone.

      After saying goodbye to me later that evening, they set off for the clearing outside The Black Heights, where the chopper was waiting for them and the rest of the League.

      Left alone in the treehouse, I retired to my bedroom.

      Now that I no longer had Lawrence to look after, there was no reason why I wouldn’t be expected back at school. Tomorrow. Dutifully, I stooped to the floor and picked up my schoolbag before beginning to load it with my books and stationery… but I dropped it and sank into a chair. Just the thought of going back to school made my stomach churn. I wasn’t ready for it yet. I still felt caught in time, wondering what exactly we had just done by letting Lawrence go. Wondering what was happening to him now. Will the hunters manage to cure him? And then what? Then what will they do with him?

      And will I ever see him again?

      I couldn’t help but feel that until I got at least some form of closure, I would have trouble concentrating on anything at all. Going to lessons tomorrow would be a waste of time—both for me and for my teachers.

      But I couldn’t just stay in my room and wallow all day. I had to do something or I would drive myself insane, left to my own angst-ridden thoughts.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, I sank onto my bed and lay back, staring up at my pale pink ceiling. My eyes glazed over as I listened to the soothing rustling of leaves outside my window. I played back everything that happened since we had first found Josh—Lawrence—down in that bunker in The Woodlands, from the moment we’d discovered him right up until I had lost sight of him only a few hours ago.

      Before he had spiraled into that frightening fit during the night of our stay in the old Scottish castle, he had been so optimistic—so excited—to return to the graveyard the next morning. He had been so insistent that he return. So sure that more memories would come flowing back. More secrets. But our time had been cut short.

      I found myself wondering what exactly it was about that graveyard that had triggered such a strong reaction in his subconscious. Now we would never know…

      I sat up in bed.

      Or will we?

      I can still go back there. I can ask Shayla to take me.

      What it would achieve exactly, I didn’t know—quite possibly nothing at all. But I was dying for some sense of closure. If I could complete what Lawrence and I had been planning to do before we were forced to leave Scotland, I could feel that I had at least tied up the loose end of the graveyard… and it might make it easier for me to move on.
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      I was uncertain of when sleep managed to carry Bastien and me away. I guessed that it was some time after three AM.

      When I woke up the following morning to the sun streaming through the French windows, I had forgotten where I was. It wasn’t until I realized that Bastien’s arm was wrapped around me, my back pressed against his chest, that I remembered. I twisted around slowly to take in his face. Peaceful, serene, still asleep.

      I planted a kiss against his warm forehead before gently detaching myself from him and heading to the bathroom. I took a shower and tamed my hair. By the time I’d finished and stepped back into the bedroom, Bastien had awoken. He looked so sexy as he glanced at me from across the room, his eyes hooded, dark hair tousled.

      “Good morning,” he said, his voice deep and husky.

      “Good morning,” I replied, breaking out in a smile.

      He climbed out of bed and engulfed me in an embrace before heading to the bathroom. I continued grinning as I heard the lock click. Given the quickness of his greeting, I guessed that he needed the toilet. Only the day before, Bastien hadn’t known how to use a regular toilet. One of the male nurses had to explain it to him. He’d stared in wonder when the nurse demonstrated the flush, gazing into the pot as though it was some kind of witchcraft. Recalling the kind of toilets I had experience with in The Woodlands, this didn’t exactly come as a surprise.

      I sat on the bed and waited while listening to him brush his teeth and then turn on the shower. I couldn’t help but giggle as he let out a low groan. I guessed that he was enjoying the hot water.

      When he stepped out, he was completely bare except for a towel draped low around his waist. I cleared my throat even as I ogled his physique.

      Coming to my senses, I realized that I had forgotten to put a change of clothes in the bathroom for him.

      “I’ll just go and, uh, get… something…” I said breathlessly, my voice trailing off as I left the room. I fetched a pair of pajamas from the cabinet and returned to hand them to him.

      When he retreated into the bathroom to change, I caught a glimpse of the floor—and chuckled to myself again. It looked like a mini-swimming pool in there. I wondered how much water had actually made it down the drain. Use of the shower curtain, I supposed, was still new to him.

      He returned, dressed in the pajamas. His body appeared dry, though his hair was still wet. I moved into the bathroom and laid some towels down on the floor to dry it before reaching into one of the cupboards and pulling out a hairdryer. I could bet a lot of money that he had never seen one of these before.

      I moved a chair in front of the mirror in the bedroom and indicated to Bastien that he should take a seat. He stared at the dryer as I switched it on and began blowing it against his locks. By the time I had finished, his hair had become static. I calmed it down with a comb and then suggested that we head downstairs to the hospital dining room for breakfast. When we arrived, I was happy to see that the breakfast table was still laid out. I wasn’t sure exactly what he might like, so I served him a bit of everything before sitting down opposite him with my own plate.

      It turned out that he wasn’t a fussy eater. And he seemed to be very hungry, too. He finished the whole plate, then got up and helped himself to seconds… and then thirds. I noticed he took a particular liking to the blackberry strudel. The cooks didn’t often prepare that for breakfast, but it was always a treat when they did; it was one of my favorites, too.

      Once we had finished eating, I led Bastien out of the hospital. His eyes positively shone as he drew in a deep breath and gazed around at the sprawling sunflower meadow and the thick forest that bordered it.

      He was back in his favorite kind of habitat. Out in the open. Out in the wild. As his eyes continued roaming the island, including the mountains that were visible in the distance, I realized how he saw it. Like one big playground.

      I guessed about now he would be feeling the urge to start…

      He finished my thought for me with action. He pulled me to him and gestured for me to climb onto his back. I barely had a chance to gain a firm grip on him before he bolted forward and began running through the field. The soft leaves and petals of the sunflowers brushed against my cheeks, as Bastien’s feet thudded against the soil.

      We soon reached the end of the field and arrived at the redwood trees. It didn’t take much to guess what would happen next. He leapt into the tree closest to us and began scaling it, branch by branch, until we reached the very top. Even though I was used to a stunning view of the island from my family’s penthouse, the sight we beheld at the top of this tree didn’t fail to take my breath away. Bastien looked mesmerized.

      “Beautiful,” he said softly.

      I was thrilled that he liked it so much.

      He remained standing for a few minutes in the same position, drinking in The Shade’s beauty, before, with a strong thrust of his legs, he leapt with me into the neighboring tree. Then into the next one, and the next one.

      “Bastien,” I said, clinging to him as tightly as I could, “I want to take you to my treehouse.” I actually wanted to give him some proper clothes to wear in place of hospital pajamas. I also wanted to change.

      “Where is it?” he asked, as he took another exhilarating leap.

      “Um…” I gazed around the sea of treetops, not used to having to navigate the island from this height. I indicated the direction of the Residences, not bothering to suggest that we could just travel on foot like normal people because… well, there was nothing normal about Bastien.

      I pointed to my treehouse as soon as it came into view. He sped up and touched down with me in the center of the veranda. He set me down on my feet and examined the treehouse’s exterior curiously.

      “Fine workmanship,” he commented, trailing a hand along the veranda’s wooden railing.

      “All credit goes to our witches,” I explained, pushing open the front door and inviting him inside.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him as he stepped through the doorway. I wanted to witness every detail of his reaction to my home. Holding his hand, I pulled him past the entrance hall and into the living room.

      He glanced with appreciation at the furniture and decor, but his eyes lingered the longest on the various pieces of technology we had. Our television, phones, and other inventions he would never have seen before in his life.

      I took him on a guided tour of the apartment, showing him every room, even the spare rooms, along with the views each held of different parts of the island. I stopped outside my bedroom last. I gripped the handle and pushed it open, allowing him to enter first.

      “This is where you usually sleep?” he asked, approaching my single bed that was pushed up against the window on the opposite side of the room.

      I nodded. I approached beside him and sank down on the mattress, inviting him to do the same. “Well,” I said. “You’ve seen it all now. My home. I’ve lived here since I was a baby.”

      “Where are your parents?” he wondered.

      I realized that I’d forgotten to tell him that the League had returned to the supernatural dimension. I had slipped away to say goodbye to my parents while Bastien had been resting.

      “They’ve gone on another mission,” I explained. “To the ogres’ realm. They want to rid that place of hunters as well, and then move on to search every other territory the hunters might have sunk their claws into.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “I see… Your parents—all your family—they are good people.”

      “They are,” I agreed. I couldn’t say the same for Bastien’s family, or at least those that I had been acquainted with thus far. But it sounded like his parents and siblings had been a lot nicer than the Northstones—or more specifically Brucella.

      Not a lot of time had passed since he’d lost his family. I guessed he was still recovering from the trauma.

      “Did you ever see Brucella again, after you escaped from the mutants in The Woodlands?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      He nodded grimly, clenching his jaw. “She found me in my boat. She tried to persuade me to jump aboard her ship. I ignored her and fled. In fact, she was the reason I abandoned my boat in the first place.”

      The reason you got so badly injured by a shark. Just another reason to despise that she-wolf.

      “Where do you think she is now?” I asked.

      Bastien shrugged. “Still roaming the oceans looking for me, I suppose.”

      “And when she doesn’t find you? What then?”

      He heaved a sigh. “Brucella will have a decision to make. Keep looking for me until she eventually discovers me again, or find another suitor for her daughter.”

      I ran my tongue over my lower lip. “Do you really think that she would choose the second option?”

      Bastien’s expression darkened. “No,” he admitted. “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t care anymore what she or any of the other Northstones think or say about me.” He looked deep into my eyes, his expression infused with passion and indignation. “I know that Rona is not the one for me.”

      When he reached out and held my hand, his touch felt electrifying. We gazed at each other in silence for several moments. Then he looked out of the window. We both drifted off into our own thoughts.

      I found myself continuing to mull over Brucella, wondering if there really was any possibility that she could just decide to give up. To find a man who actually wanted to marry her daughter. Maybe she wasn’t as insane as I feared she might be, and if she got desperate enough, hopefully she would move on.

      Bastien leaned back against my mattress. His expression had become less somber and more curious.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “I was just wondering… have you ever shared this—or any—bed with a man before?”

      A smile broke out on my face. I shook my head. Lying down beside him, I cupped his face in my hands. “Only you, Bastien,” I whispered. “Only you.”

      Bastien’s gray eyes twinkled at my admission. He seemed thrilled.

      I already knew that Bastien was a virgin, of course—I would have had to be deaf to not pick that fact up after the number of times Brucella had broadcast it to me.

      It appeared to be ingrained in werewolf culture that virginity was important when considering a member of the opposite sex. At least, it was to the wolves I’d had experience with so far in The Woodlands.

      We lay together in my bed a while longer. I was glad that we had the apartment to ourselves. I still wasn’t sure about how I felt about my parents knowing the full extent of my attraction to Bastien. It felt like something I ought to keep to myself until I came to grips with my emotions a bit more.

      Remembering the main reason I’d brought Bastien to my home in the first place, I sat up and swung my legs off the mattress. Bastien rose with me. I took him to my parents’ bedroom and opened their closet. I began sifting through my father’s clothes, wondering if they would fit Bastien. I asked him to choose what he wanted to wear. He ended up picking a loose T-shirt and light cotton pants. Flexible and light—the same type of clothes he’d worn back in The Woodlands.

      He changed in my parents’ bathroom while I returned to my bedroom to pull on a change of clothes. I chose a deep blue dress that stopped just above my knees. When I returned to my parents’ room, Bastien was ready too. He stood in front of the mirror, checking out his outfit. Apparently pleased with it, he turned to face me. His eyes moved to my bare lower legs before raising again.

      Now that he was out of those pajamas and properly dressed, I found myself wondering… What next?

      I hadn’t really been thinking past the next hour or so since he’d arrived on the island. I’d been mostly caught up in his recovery. Now here he was, healed and standing on his feet.

      Bastien’s demeanor was contemplative, and I wondered if the same question might be running through his mind now, too.

      “Will you stay?” I asked, feeling nervous to hear his answer.

      He paused before replying, “I would like to, Victoria…”

      I didn’t like the sound of where this was going.

      “But… I’m thinking about my people. Those who remained loyal to my family and myself… all those I never got a chance to seek out during our brief return to Blackhall Mountain. My cousin and uncle may have been executed by now, but being the only surviving child of my father, I have a responsibility to uphold… The Woodlands is safe now,” he added, apparently sensing the unease his words were causing me. “There will be no danger in my returning.”

      “For how long, do you think?” I asked, trying to hide how tight my throat had become.

      He shrugged. “I am not sure. I must first examine the state in which my people are living. Perhaps they will decide another man will make for a better ruler than me, and request to instate him instead. Whatever the case, I need to be there to oversee my tribe during this time of tumult.” He moved to me, his lips lowering and pressing against my temple. His eyes were soulful as he said in a quieter voice, “I do not wish to leave you, dear Victoria. You understand that, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I said quickly. “Of course.” Although the idea of him returning to The Woodlands—even if only temporarily—killed me, I wasn’t narcissistic enough to think that he should just abandon all his duties and responsibilities and stay with me. He was a prince among wolves, son of a prominent chieftain. And now he had a role to fulfill.

      However, I did have a suggestion lingering at the tip of my tongue. A suggestion I was still uncertain about voicing out loud.

      But he ended up touching on my idea before I could.

      “I would make an offer for you to come with me, but it is not wise.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked. “Do you think Brucella could be hanging out near Blackhall territory?”

      “It’s impossible to say for certain,” Bastien replied, scowling. “Brucella might check there for me. But even if she didn’t, The Woodlands is no place for a human.”

      “Even if I were to stay within your castle’s walls and never leave?”

      Bastien still looked reluctant. “Perhaps if I locked you within our fortress, in my apartment, or kept an eye on you at all times. But would you really want to live like that, chained to me and fearful?”

      Being chained to Bastien and full of fear somehow did not equate in my mind…

      “I don’t know about live,” I replied, trying to force myself to think logically, rather than let myself become completely blinded by my desire to not be parted from Bastien again. “But I could come for a few days at least, to see how things settle. Your enemies there have been defeated after all. Besides, I managed to survive all that time with you when we were traveling across The Woodlands, picking up many dangerous wolf packs along the way. This time, I wouldn’t even leave Blackhall territory. Your territory.”

      “Would your parents approve?” Bastien asked, eyeing me dubiously.

      “I’m an adult,” I replied. “I don’t need their permission for everything.”

      Bastien remained looking at me seriously. “That wasn’t my question.”

      I let out a sigh. “Would they approve? Honestly? Probably not. That is just parental instinct. Even though they allowed me to join the League, I’m sure that, deep down, their preference would be for me to never leave the island.”

      “Then you should take that into account,” Bastien said. “The love and concern of a parent for their child should never be taken for granted.”

      “I agree,” I said, sensing what a delicate topic this was for him. “But, if I’d never left the island, I never would’ve met you,” I reminded him.

      He furrowed his brows. “That is true, I suppose…” He let us fall into a long beat of silence before finally saying, “I need to think about this, Victoria. I need to think carefully. I would like a few hours.”

      “Of course,” I replied. “Shall we go for a walk while you think?” I could not keep the chirpiness from my tone. After all that had happened in The Woodlands, that should be the last place on earth that I wanted to visit again. But, high on this newly budding romance, it felt like I would have been excited to accompany Bastien anywhere.

      “Okay,” he said, allowing me to loop my arm through his. “Let’s go for a walk.”
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      I visited Shayla in her and Eli’s treehouse first thing the next morning. I knocked on the door, and when she answered it wearing her nightgown and looking bleary-eyed, I realized that I must’ve woken her up.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. Really, I should have offered to come back later, but I was too selfish for that right now—too wrapped up in thoughts of Lawrence and that snowy mountain graveyard.

      “Come in,” she said, beckoning me inside.

      She sat with me on the sofa. There was a pause as the two of us gazed into each other’s eyes. I guessed that we were both experiencing the same emotions in that moment, our minds both turning back over the same event. Lawrence leaving. Shayla still appeared doubtful about it, too.

      Then she cleared her throat. “We did what we could for him,” she assured me.

      I nodded. “I don’t disagree,” I said. “But”—I looked at her earnestly—“are we really just going to leave things like this?”

      The witch shrugged. “Like what? I don’t see what more there is to do,” she said. “Lawrence’s father came for him and took him away. He’s doing what he believes is best for his son—as any father has the right to do. Lawrence is Atticus’ responsibility now.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to fully agree with Shayla’s latter statement. Lawrence was eighteen—or so he believed—which meant that he was technically an adult. Lawrence was his own responsibility. He just couldn’t act on that responsibility due to his condition, and so it had passed on to his father.

      Anyway, all this is beside the point at this stage.

      I clasped my hands together. “Shayla,” I said, “the reason I’m here is because… I want to go back to that graveyard. I want to look around, just to see if we can glean any clues at all as to why Lawrence wanted to return there so badly. What was so special about it.”

      The witch frowned. “Well, I’m not sure what the point would be. What good will it do? Lawrence is gone already—he will already be back in Chicago with the IBSI. Hopefully he might even be cured by now,” she added.

      I heaved a sigh before I began to clarify my desire to return. My need for at least some small semblance of closure.

      After my explanation, to my relief, the witch’s eyes were filled with understanding. She reached out and squeezed my hand. “Okay, hun. When you explain it like that, I guess I’d also like to go. We both put so much effort into that boy, after all… I’ll take you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Shayla and I shared a light breakfast together before she left me to wash and dress. She took a total of ten minutes and then returned with two warm coats. Grateful, I took one from her and slipped it on while she pulled on the other. Then she vanished us from The Shade.

      We reappeared directly outside the IBSI’s Clyderly base this time. I was quite impressed by her accuracy. We didn’t have the long drawn-out search we’d had to endure when coming here with Lawrence, because the location was fresh in her mind.

      I gazed around at the high fence surrounding the main IBSI compound—filled with oblong brown buildings that shone with tinted glass—which sprawled over several mountaintops. Shayla made the two of us invisible so as to not risk being spotted. Then we headed for the frosty graveyard, situated on a plateau further down the mountainside.

      Before leaving my treehouse for Shayla’s this morning, I’d been sure to put on thick boots, so my feet were not nearly as cold as last time. As I gazed around the yard, there were possibly close to two hundred tombstones here. It was situated very close to the hunters’ base. Did it belong to the IBSI, in honor of their fallen? Or was it just a coincidence that they had set up nearby?

      I approached the nearest grave and began brushing away the snow from the headstone with the sleeve of my coat. I was grateful when Shayla used her magic to quickly clear the rest so that I wouldn’t get the arm of my coat soaking wet.

      Beneath the ice was gray stone, slightly greenish with age. It was plain, except for an unfamiliar name: “Josefine Summer Maddox”. And “In loving memory of,” was etched above it, with two dates at the base of the stone.

      “Five years ago… and only twenty-three,” Shayla said sadly.

      I moved to the next stone and asked Shayla to clear it. Another name. Another young person.

      We made our way through the graveyard as strategically as possible, with Shayla clearing away one name after the other. I was taken aback by how many of them were young. Most of them, in fact, were under the age of twenty-five. I supposed that most of the IBSI’s members—at least the ones who engaged in combat—were young, so it made sense. It was just rather shocking seeing so many all in one place.

      In spite of my boots, my feet were numb by the time we reached halfway through the graveyard. We still had no inkling as to what was so special about the place.

      Shayla drew in a breath, rubbing her hands together and manifesting a ball of fire between her palms. She held it out to me and I scooped up a flame, molding it in my own hands with my fae powers and warming myself.

      I followed Shayla’s gaze over the sea of graves. “Do you really want to check all of them?” she asked, a tad reluctantly.

      “We might as well while we’re here,” I said.

      “Okay,” she replied. “I agree.”

      We warmed ourselves a little more with the fire before she extinguished hers and I dropped mine to the snow, where it hissed and fizzled out.

      We continued walking carefully through the yard so we didn’t miss any graves. As we reached about three-quarters of the way through, and Shayla cleared snow from the stone of a grave beneath one of the few bare skeleton trees, we both gasped in unison as the writing emerged.

      “Much missed by son and husband:

      Georgina Susanna Conway.”

      I stared at the faded words, barely believing my eyes. And when Shayla dipped down and uncovered numbers, my jaw dropped even further.

      “So Georgina died thirteen years ago,” Shayla breathed.

      That this tombstone was older than a decade was evident by the state it was in. It was one of the grimiest we’d come across thus far.

      But the birth date was faded. All we could see was the death date.

      Georgina Susanna Conway… “Conway,” I repeated. “‘Much missed by son and husband…’” My immediate instinct on reading the words was to assume that this was Lawrence’s mother. But… Atticus had told us that she had only died, like, a week ago or something.

      “Maybe this is Lawrence’s grandmother,” Shayla said.

      “Perhaps,” I replied, although… son and husband. It was of course possible that the only people closest to his grandmother were her son and husband… I really wished that there had been a birthdate on the stone. It was impossible for us to say whether this woman could have even theoretically been Atticus’s wife.

      “Well, either it’s Granny, or some aunt or other relative,” Shayla said. “Unless Atticus was lying about his wife. But why would he lie about something like that?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t imagine any reason he would lie about it. What would be the point?” Still, a small doubt niggled at the back of my mind.

      Shayla and I remained standing in front of the grave for several minutes longer. Then we moved along and continued checking the other gravestones.

      By the time we had finished uncovering all the names, Georgina Conway’s was still the only one of relevance to us.

      Shayla turned on me, her eyes widening. “Well? Satisfied now?”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat. I could hardly say that I was satisfied. But there was nothing more to be done here. And there was something that I definitely planned to do, once we returned to The Shade…
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      After Shayla returned us to the Port, I thanked the witch for taking me before returning to my family’s penthouse. I headed straight for my room and flipped open my laptop. “Georgina Susanna Conway.” I breathed the words as I typed them into the search box, wondering how many women could share that name. It turned out not many. At all.

      Only a handful of hits appeared in the text search results, but I switched tabs to scan the image results first. I figured that would be the quickest way to recognize the right person—assuming that she bore any kind of resemblance to Atticus or Lawrence. But in the images section, there were no actual photos of people… except of one young woman without the surname—just a “Georgina Susanna”—who was, ahem, a model.

      The rest of the image hits were scans of various documents that involved the full name. I began to look at each one closely. There were newspaper cuttings about a Georgina Susanna Conway who’d driven to her death off the side of a mountain one snowy night near Edinburgh thirteen years ago. She had been twenty-nine years old, leaving behind a five-year-old son, who remained unnamed, and her husband of seven years, also left unnamed due to matters of “privacy”.

      I sank back in my chair, letting the implications of this information sink in. The math fit. Lawrence had been sure that he was eighteen years old now. That meant that Georgina Susanna Conway was Lawrence’s mother. Not his aunt or grandmother, as Shayla had been quick to presume.

      Atticus’s wife.

      Which meant that Atticus had been lying about his wife dying of cancer. What kind of man would lie about something like that? And why? Why would he lie to us? What was the actual point?

      Uneasiness filled me. We had just let Lawrence go with him. What if he had been lying about other things, too? That he was Lawrence’s father, at least I was certain of. But strangely, that didn’t make me much more comfortable about the situation.

      I reached into the drawer of my desk instinctively for my notebook, only to remember that it was still packed in my suitcase. Opening the bag, I pulled it out. As my eyes fell on its pink polka-dot cover, I felt a sharp twinge in my chest. I recalled the night it’d been in Lawrence’s hands.

      Swallowing hard, I sat back down and picked up the pen before turning to a blank page.

      “Georgina Susanna Conway,” I wrote in all-caps at the top. “Died thirteen years ago, near Edinburgh, Scotland. Twenty-nine years old. Lawrence was five at the time. Atticus’s age, unknown.”

      I rubbed my right temple.

      What does all this mean? Does it even mean anything at all? Maybe Atticus had some reason to lie to us about his wife. Perhaps he’d thought that he would garner sympathy from us if he told us that his wife had recently died and that she had been the reason behind Lawrence volunteering for the IBSI in the first place…

      My train of thought shifted direction. Now that I knew Atticus was a liar, I began to question every single thing about the interaction we’d had with him. He’d said that Lawrence had volunteered in order to earn money for his mother’s treatment. Now that I knew that was false, what had driven Lawrence to volunteer in the first place? And had it even been voluntary?

      I shuddered. I didn’t like where my thoughts were going. But it was too late to stop wondering now. Doubts assailed me as I glanced down at my notebook again, my eyes running over the name of Lawrence’s late mother.

      Turning to my laptop, I scoured the web for any mention of a “Lawrence Conway” or an “Atticus Conway”. I typed in all possible keyword combinations I could think of, linking them to Chicago and even the IBSI. All I found was a handful of Lawrence Conways and one Atticus Conway who weren’t linked to the IBSI or Chicago; none of them fit the description. None of them were who I was looking for.

      It seemed that the only straw I had to cling to was Lawrence’s mother. Which meant that I had to try to find out more about her. As much as I possibly could.

      Why had she been buried in that graveyard next to the IBSI’s Clyderly base? She must’ve had some connection with the organization. Perhaps she had been a hunter herself, even though Atticus had denied a formal connection between his family and the IBSI.

      I finished scanning all of the newspaper cuttings. Most of them were from local papers, reporting the same, short story… But then I struck gold. In the text search result, I found an obituary posted on a news site that mentioned the names of Georgina’s parents: “Born to Spencer and Angela Hulse, of Bristol, where she had spent the last week before her accident…”

      Bristol. Where is that? A quick search told me that it was a city in the southwest of England.

      Next, I typed the names of Georgina’s parents, followed by the city. It didn’t take me long to locate them. I found them via an advertisement for a pub called the Old Fox. Apparently, they were the owners. I researched further to find out if the pub was still open—it seemed to be. I found a dinky website for it, listing the opening times as well as the exact address.

      I leaned back in my chair, letting out a breath as I stared at the address. I tapped my pen against the edge of the table.

      Am I really going to go further with this?
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      I found myself running the familiar route to Shayla and Eli’s penthouse. Shayla wasn’t at home, and neither was Eli, of course—he’d gone with the League to the ogres’ realm.

      I headed for the hospital, to the apothecary, where she usually hung out if she wasn’t busy with a patient. I found her bending over a test tube.

      I approached her cautiously, arriving at her side and drumming my knuckles against the table.

      She glanced up at me, raising a brow. “What’s up, Grace?”

      I hesitated a little before answering. “I’ve been doing some more thinking about Georgina,” I said. “But more than thinking, I’ve been doing some research.”

      “Oh?”

      I explained to her what I’d found out—that Atticus had been lying to us. At this, she stood back from whatever concoction she was brewing and gave me her full attention.

      “So what are you thinking exactly?” she asked.

      “I would like to go and visit Georgina’s parents. The obituary said that she spent the last week of her life there before the accident and… I would just like to ask them some questions about Atticus. And about Lawrence.”

      She heaved a sigh. I couldn’t miss the reluctance in her eyes. “Grace, I can’t help but think that we’re prying a little too much into this family. Lawrence is back with his father. I don’t think it’s any of our business what happens next, and I’m sure the boy is in a better condition now than when he was here… dying.”

      I found that hard to swallow. Just because a person was family didn’t mean that they had one’s best interests in mind. My great-grandmother on my father’s side, Camilla, was a prime example of that. As well as, for that matter, my great-grandfather Gregor. Come to think of it, my family on my father’s side is pretty messed up in general.

      When I persisted, Shayla said, “Okay, I understand you want to go. But I can’t take you this time, Grace. I’m sorry. I’ve just got too much going on here. I can’t go gallivanting around. Go and ask Arwen to take you.”

      I frowned. “Arwen? She’s here? I thought she left with the others.”

      Shayla shook her head. “You know how much ogres creep her out.”

      I smirked to myself. That was true. She had a phobia of ogres—since she’d been a kid she’d been terrified of stories about them, and always went out of her way to avoid Bella and Brett, even though they were, at heart, really more like teddy bears than ogres. Though it was certainly true that most ogres weren’t like Brett and Bella.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll ask her.”

      With that, I left Shayla to get on with her potion, while I raced to the Sanctuary. In theory, Arwen should be at school today, but I knew that girl. More than likely, she would use “recovery” from her trip to The Woodlands as an excuse to skip a day of school before starting again tomorrow.

      I was right in that guess. When I arrived outside the door and knocked, she emerged in the doorway less than a minute later. She was wearing pajamas and fluffy white slippers, her curly rich brown hair trailing down her shoulders.

      Her face immediately took on a scowl when she laid eyes on me, though it wasn’t a real scowl. There was a smile behind her eyes.

      “Don’t tell me you’re still in a huff with me and Heath,” I said.

      “That was a really crappy thing to do,” she replied.

      I rolled my eyes, even as I invited myself inside and closed the door behind me. I wasn’t in the mood to start bantering about her and her lover boy Brock. I had much heavier thoughts weighing down my mind.

      “Arwen,” I began, “seeing as you’ve obviously taken the day off school, I guess you don’t have much to do.” I didn’t give her a chance to confirm or deny as I steamrolled on. “I would be really grateful to you if you could take me to Bristol, in England.”

      She furrowed her brows. “Why do you want to go there?”

      I groaned internally. It was such a long story to tell given that she probably hadn’t heard anything about the Lawrence saga yet, other than perhaps that he’d left the island. But I sat down with her and started from the beginning, from the time I’d met Lawrence to everything that had happened while I was with him and all that I had discovered since. By the time I was finished, her jaw hung open.

      “Of course I’ll take you,” she said. “I don’t know how to get there, though… But I’ll check my mom’s maps.”

      She gripped my hand and pulled me out of the living room where we had been sitting and into her mother’s study. It was so crowded with books, there was hardly room for anything else. Arwen moved to one of the teakwood cabinets and drew open the glass doors. She took down a huge pile of world maps from one of the shelves and laid them down on Corrine’s desk. She found one of England, and I helped her pinpoint the city.

      I reached into my backpack that I had brought with me from home and pulled out my trusty notebook and a pen. I turned to the page where I had noted down the address of the pub.

      Once Arwen had studied the map for several more minutes and seemed fairly confident about where we were heading, she looked up at me. “Okay,” she said, resolute. “I'll get dressed, and then… we'll go, girl.”
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      Arwen naturally wasn’t as experienced a traveler as Shayla, but since we weren’t trying to locate a place in the middle of nowhere, we located the pub fairly easily. The sky was gray and rainy as we found ourselves standing outside a small cozy-looking pub with old-fashioned single-glazed windows. We stepped inside to find it mostly empty. A young brunette stood behind the bar, sifting through a pile of bills.

      “Excuse me,” I said, clearing my throat.

      She glanced up at us, her eyes widening. I guessed Arwen and I were rather a strange pair to arrive at the pub. Arwen especially looked out of place. Although as a witch, she was practically indistinguishable from a human, she looked rather otherworldly with her exotic features.

      “I’m here to see Mr. and Mrs. Hulse,” I said.

      “I’m Emily, the manager,” she said. “May I ask why you’d like to see the owners?”

      I glanced around the pub uncomfortably. “It’s a rather, uh, personal issue. I don’t mean to take up much of their time but… it really is quite important that I speak to them.”

      Emily eyed the two of us a moment longer before saying, “All right. They live in the flat upstairs. I’ll call up and ask.”

      She moved away from the counter and through a door into a back room. Arwen and I waited tensely in silence before she returned a few minutes later. “Okey-dokey,” she said with a bright smile. “They’re up to visitors.”

      She led us into the back room with her, in the corner of which was a narrow staircase leading upward. We climbed the stairs and arrived outside a green door.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Emily said, before returning downstairs.

      I wet my lower lip before raising a fist and knocking gently. Footsteps shuffled, keys clinked and then the door handle turned and clicked open. The door swung open slowly to reveal an elderly man who I guessed was in his seventies. What was left of his hair was white, and he wore a tweed waistcoat the color of mud and black corduroy pants. His back was hunched slightly as he gazed from me to Arwen.

      “What can we help you young ladies with?” he asked kindly, if not a little loudly.

      “You are Mr. Spencer Hulse?” I clarified.

      He squinted and said, “Can you speak a tad louder?” He chuckled dryly. “Hard of hearing, you see.”

      I hadn’t exactly been whispering but I asked again, louder this time, at a similar volume to his speech. “You are Mr. Spencer Hulse, is that correct?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Who is it, Spence?” the frail voice of a woman called from behind him.

      “Well, that’s what I’m trying to decipher here,” he called back, looking amused.

      “I’m a friend of your grandson, Lawrence Conway,” I said quickly.

      At this, his jaw dropped. “Lawrence? Really?”

      I nodded.

      “Oh my, my, my. Come in. Come in!” He pushed open the door wider, allowing Arwen and me to step inside.

      “Any friend of our Lawrence is welcome in our humble abode,” he said as he led us into a dimly lit corridor lined with seaside oil paintings.

      We followed him into a small sitting room where a fireplace crackled in its center. A floral-patterned sofa stretched the length of one of the wallpapered walls, with two rocking chairs on either side—one of the chairs was occupied by an old woman I could only presume to be Mrs. Hulse.

      Her wrinkled face lit up in a smile as she took in the two of us. “Did I hear you say Lawrence?”

      When she made no attempt to stand up, but rather reached out a hand for us, I took it that she was probably unable to stand, or at least did so with difficulty. I moved to her and took her hand, shaking it and curtsying a little.

      “Would you like some tea and biscuits?” Mr. Hulse offered.

      “Ah, no, thank you,” I said. “We really don’t want to take up much of your time.”

      “Then take a seat.” He gestured to the sofa, which we sank into, while he seated himself in the second rocking chair opposite his wife.

      “This may seem like a strange question,” I began, “but… when was the last time you saw your grandson?”

      The old couple’s eyes immediately filled with melancholy.

      “Not since our daughter Georgina’s funeral,” Mr. Hulse said. “Thirteen years ago.”

      “Why is that?”

      Mrs. Hulse sighed. “Well, it all stems from the life Georgina chose to lead,” she replied heavily.

      “And what kind of life was that?” I asked, leaning forward so much my butt almost slipped off the edge of the sofa.

      “She joined the International Bureau for Supernatural Investigation when she was just a girl,” Mr. Hulse replied.

      “Only eighteen,” Mrs. Hulse interjected.

      “She moved up to Scotland,” Mr. Hulse went on, “and was sworn to secrecy, as is the case for many of their recruits.”

      “By secrecy, you mean what exactly?” I asked.

      “They’re not allowed to tell anybody anything, not even their closest relatives,” Mr. Hulse replied.

      “Not even about their personal lives,” Mrs. Hulse added. “Since the two are very much intertwined in the life of an IBSI employee. At least, that’s what Georgina always told us.” She sighed again wearily. “We didn’t even know she had a boyfriend until she called us up one day and invited us to a small, private wedding ceremony. And then, soon after Lawrence was born, she and Atticus—”

      “Our son-in-law,” Mr. Hulse clarified.

      “—moved to America,” Mrs. Hulse finished. “We never got much of a chance to know or see Lawrence. We got to speak to him over the phone every other week. But he too has been following in his mother’s footsteps and interning with the organization. He’s also not allowed to talk much about anything really.”

      “So when was the last time you talked to Lawrence?” I asked.

      “He stopped calling so regularly once he became a teenager,” Mr. Hulse said. “Last time we spoke I think was…” He paused, scratching his head. “Maybe four months ago?”

      I drew in a breath. Another lie from Atticus. Lawrence had been involved with the hunters all along, and it sounded like Atticus had been too… “Was Atticus also a hunter?”

      “A hunter?” Mr. Hulse frowned.

      “Oh, I mean an IBSI member,” I said quickly. We in The Shade were so used to calling them hunters that I forgot that wasn’t the term the rest of the world used for them.

      “As far as we are aware, yes,” Mr. Hulse replied. “Georgina did tell us that much. Though, as odd as it sounds, that is pretty much all we know about our son-in-law. Their visits as a family were always… superficial.”

      “Why did Georgina join the IBSI?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      Pride shone in the couple’s eyes.

      “Our girl was always a fighter,” Mrs. Hulse replied. “Always filled with courage and the burning desire to contribute to society. She wasn’t satisfied with just any old profession. She wanted to be of service to humanity. Of course, the logical career was with the IBSI.”

      Of course. I smiled bitterly to myself. To the outside world, that was exactly how the IBSI made themselves out to be—fighters for good, protectors of the world—and that was how they attracted so many young people. They genuinely believed that the IBSI was a force for good, and the highest form of service was to join their ranks.

      Mr. Hulse stood up and walked over to the mantelpiece. He took down a small framed photograph and handed it to me. “That’s her,” he said, pointing to a pretty, smiling blonde young woman in the picture. She had rosy cheeks and brown eyes, the same shade as Lawrence’s. And in her arms she cradled a sleeping baby. Baby Lawrence.

      “So now are you going to tell us how you know our Lawrence?” Mrs. Hulse asked.

      Replacing the photograph on the mantelpiece, I moved back to the sofa before starting from the beginning. Although the couple appeared anxious and taken aback by the end of it, I had expected them to react more strongly. I had been expecting their jaws to be hanging open in utter shock. I’d just told them that Lawrence had been used as a test experiment and had been on the verge of losing his life. After my story had sunk in, Mrs. Hulse simply said, “Well, I’m sure that Lawrence had his reasons for volunteering. And I’m sure that whatever experiment they had been in the process of was important, otherwise he never would’ve done it.”

      I stared at them, taken aback. I was tempted to tell them what I really thought—that there was no glory whatsoever in serving the IBSI—but I bit my tongue. It wouldn’t be sensitive, given that it was a cause their deceased daughter had given her life to. They seemed to worship the ground IBSI walked on. Brainwashed.

      I paused, swallowing my words. Then I asked, “So, um, your daughter… she came to stay with you, just before the accident, right?”

      “That’s right,” Mrs. Hulse replied. “She had been visiting their old home in Scotland with Lawrence, but then she came alone to visit us. She said that she wanted a break to get some headspace and some work done. She had left Lawrence with his nanny. She wasn’t able to spend much time with us at all, which was disappointing. She locked herself up in her old room here, glued to her laptop the whole time—very busy with work. Though we were used to that.”

      “So you didn’t detect anything odd or out of the ordinary with her?” I asked.

      They shook their heads. “Nope. She just seemed preoccupied, but that was nothing unusual. She lived a demanding life, had a demanding job,” Mr. Hulse replied. Then in a more somber tone she said, “We did consider the idea that she might have committed suicide. But neither of us could bring ourselves to believe that she would. She was far too full of enthusiasm and appreciation for life. Besides, all signs pointed to it being an accident.”

      Hm.

      “Her room,” I dared venture after a beat, “have you changed it?”

      Mr. Hulse shook his head. “We’ve left it exactly the way it was when she left…even the possessions she left are in the same place. We move them only for cleaning.”

      Hoping that I wasn’t about to cross a boundary, I hesitated again before asking, “Would you mind showing it to me?”

      The old couple looked to one another. Mrs. Hulse appeared a tad reluctant, but Mr. Hulse shrugged.

      “All right,” Mr. Hulse said, frowning. He led us out of the living room and up a wooden staircase. We reemerged on the top floor. He took us past a blue tiled bathroom to a tiny room with a bed, a wooden chair and desk, and a bedside table. Amidst the furniture, there was hardly any room to walk around. Floral cotton curtains lined the window, similar to the fabric of the sofa in the living room, and through the glass was a view of the shop-lined street.

      Mr. Hulse cleared his throat, planting his hands on either side of the back of the chair, from which hung a cream cardigan. He watched Arwen and me as we looked around the room.

      I felt the urge to spend more time in here… just to think. Live for a few moments in the same space Georgina had before she died. But I couldn’t think of how to explain to Mr. Hulse my desire to remain in the room. Besides, it was rude to intrude for much longer. The elderly man continued to watch us, making me feel awkward. I needed to return to this room with Arwen, when we could be alone.

      “Okay,” I said to Mr. Hulse. “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” he said, still looking at us curiously.

      We returned downstairs, thanked the couple and said goodbye. But as they were on the verge of closing the door, I said, “Oh, one more thing, if you don’t mind. You didn’t comment at all regarding Atticus lying to us about Georgina’s death… I can’t help but wonder why he did that.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Hulse shrugged. “Well,” Mr. Hulse replied, scratching his head, “of course, he was probably desperate to get Lawrence back from you. Perhaps he thought that story would tug on your heartstrings and you’d be more likely to hand our grandson over.”

      Hm. That had been a speculation that I had come up with on my own already. Since neither of them offered any more information than that, I was forced to accept it and say, “Okay. Thanks again.”

      We headed down to the pub and then back outside onto the damp street.

      “Now what?” Arwen asked, raising a brow.

      “Make us invisible, and vanish us back to Georgina’s room.”
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* * *

      Mr. and Mrs. Hulse were downstairs— I could hear them muttering to each other, comments about our visit. Mostly complimentary things about us, though they were confused about our random visit.

      Inside Georgina’s old room, Arwen closed the door noiselessly. I sat down on the edge of the bed, letting out a shallow breath as my eyes wandered once again around the room. It was odd to think that this bedroom would have been the last place Georgina had slept before she died.

      I couldn’t help but wonder why, in truth, she’d come here—all the way from the United States—just to lock herself up in a room and work on her laptop. If she’d wanted to get some headspace and time alone, why not just check into a hotel somewhere? Why travel halfway across the globe to come to England?

      Maybe that was just something she did. Her parents didn’t seem to think there was anything strange about it. I stood up and ran my hands along the cashmere cardigan that hung from the back of the wooden chair. Pulling the chair outward, I sat on it, planting my palms on the desk’s surface.

      “What are you thinking?” Arwen whispered.

      I was thinking a lot of things right now, but mostly I was still trying to figure out why Atticus had lied. I had told Mr. and Mrs. Hulse about the lie during my recounting of Lawrence’s story. But they had barely batted an eyelid. Neither of them found it strange enough to comment on it at all.

      “What is it?” Arwen pressed, reminding me that I hadn’t answered her question yet.

      I shrugged. “Just a lot of things. The whole thing. The way Georgina practically cut herself off from her parents, them barely ever seeing their grandson… It’s just a bit weird.” I wondered if all hunters were forced to maintain such strict privacy as to not discuss even their personal lives with anyone. Perhaps it depended on how high up in rank one was.

      I stood and opened up the cupboard doors, peering inside. It was empty except for some clothes hangers. At the bottom was a small blue notebook and a silver pendant. I scooped both of them up and planted them on the desk, where the light was better.

      I opened the notebook and flipped through it. About one quarter of its front pages had been used and torn out, and the rest were blank. Arwen took the pendant from me.

      “Interesting,” she breathed. The necklace was certainly striking, with an unusual rectangular shape and a shiny, transparent gem in the center of it. I took the necklace back from her, but before I got a chance to examine it for myself, Mr. Hulse’s voice suddenly sounded loud on the staircase: “Yes, dear. I’ll open the window in her room to air it.”

      Crap.

      This room was tiny. Even though we were invisible, there was no way we could dodge Mr. Hulse on his way to the window without him noticing. Arwen, in her panic, grabbed my arm and vanished us before I even had a chance to replace the necklace. We’d have to make another trip back here, later, to return it.
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      Finally, Bastien agreed to take me to The Woodlands. He thought long and hard about it— he ended up wanting longer than just a few hours. He kept reminding me of the dangers that the land of werewolves held, even with the absence of the hunters and Brucella. But he seemed to come around to believe that as long as I stayed by him, and we remained within his territory, we would be all right. Besides, I might only stay for a few days. He admitted that even he might only stay for a few days, if his tribe preferred to choose someone else for their leader—somebody older and perhaps more experienced than him, he’d suggested.

      He was surprisingly detached about the possibility. I’d expected that, being the son of a chieftain, the inclination to rule would be in his blood. But his primary concern did not seem to be who took over as leader per se, but rather that it would be somebody who was competent, trustworthy, and above all, someone whom his parents would approve of. He was more than willing to offer the position to somebody else if he deemed them more qualified.

      Of course, the fact that it would be easier for us to stay together if he was not bound to The Woodlands was likely playing at the back of his mind. But I sensed his motives ran much deeper and purer than that. He genuinely cared about the well-being of his pack, and finding a leader who could maintain them—be it himself or someone else.

      Observing this caused me to gain a deeper respect for Bastien. I couldn’t help but contrast his attitude with that of other leaders I had been exposed to—most notably, the hunters. I was sure the well-being of their people came at the very bottom of their list of priorities. It was all a game of power to them.

      Once he had agreed to take me with him, we had to figure out exactly how we were going to get there. Apparently, the gates leading directly to The Woodlands from the human realm—at least, all the gates we knew about—had been closed off. That meant that we would have to travel to The Woodlands in a roundabout way, I guessed the same way that the League had traveled there—via the ogres’ beach.

      We would need either a witch or a jinni to escort us. I wasn’t sure how many of them had gone on the latest excursion with the League and who had stayed behind. I figured that a trip back to Meadow Hospital would be the fastest way to find someone who was willing to accompany us. Witches or jinn were almost always found in the hospital, either in the apothecary or in the recovery rooms.

      First, however, Bastien suggested that we return to my penthouse and pack up some things. He told me that I should bring clothes for at least a week, to ensure I didn’t run out, and any other items that might make my stay more comfortable. I guessed that he would be keenly aware of the differences between the amenities in his home and mine when we returned.

      Once I had filled up a small suitcase, I stopped by the kitchen to leave a note for my parents on the counter, in case they returned before I did.

      Then we had to go look for our escort. We descended in the elevator to the forest ground. I climbed onto Bastien’s back and, seeing that I had a suitcase this time, he did not leap up into the trees to travel again. He ran along the forest path instead to speed up our journey. Our first stop was Meadow Hospital, but all the witches and jinn we found here were too busy to take off with us for an unspecified number of days. They had duties to fulfill either in the hospital, or involving the security of The Shade while the League was gone.

      So it seemed like I would have to let go of the idea that a jinni or witch would come with us. The next logical option was a dragon. Again, many dragons had traveled with the League on their mission—more than were actual members—but I was sure that there would be some left behind. I directed Bastien toward the Black Heights.

      As fate would have it, the first dragon I came across was a half-breed—half dragon, half human. She was Regan, the dragon Azaiah’s daughter. She was about a year younger than me and one of the dragon hybrids on the island who was able to shift into a beastly form, in spite of her mixed blood.

      “Hey, Regan!” I called to the brunette.

      Carrying a bundle of logs under one arm, she appeared to be heading home. She whirled around at my call.

      “Oh, hello Victoria,” she called. Her lilac eyes widened curiously as she laid them on Bastien. “Who is this?”

      “Bastien Blackhall,” Bastien introduced himself politely. He shook hands with Regan.

      “Bastien is a werewolf I met in The Woodlands,” I added. “And Bastien, this is Regan,” I explained to him. “Half dragon, half human. Regan, I was wondering…” I said, turning to her. “I need to ask you for a rather big favor.”

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Bastien and I need to visit The Woodlands. We need to travel via the ogres’ beach gate, and we need somebody to take us. I didn’t have much luck with the jinn or witches…”

      Regan’s face brightened. “Sounds like fun,” she said. “I know where The Woodlands is, too.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes!” she chirped. “When I was younger, my dad would take me on flying trips and we sometimes ventured into the supernatural dimension. We passed The Woodlands a bunch of times.”

      “Well, that’s great,” I said.

      “How long would you want to stay there?” she asked.

      “Uh, I’m not sure yet. But I would say at least two days… We might need some flexibility.”

      “I don’t think that you should stay longer than a week, Victoria,” Bastien said, eyeing me.

      “Okay, well…” I hoped that we’d both return before that, anyway. “What do you say, Regan? Do you think your parents would be okay with it?”

      “My mom’s out right now, I think. But my dad should be at home. He didn’t accompany the League this time… When do you want to leave?” she asked, eyeing my suitcase.

      I exchanged glances with Bastien. “We were kind of thinking around now.”

      “Oh. I’ll go speak to him then. Wait here for me.”

      As she retreated into the Black Heights, Bastien and I sat down on a rock and waited patiently for her to reemerge.

      She returned about half an hour later, and I was glad to see that she still had a smile on her face. She was accompanied by her imposing golden-eyed dragon father, Azaiah.

      “I can come!” Regan said. She twisted to show me her back, and I realized that she already had a backpack strapped to her. “I packed plenty of spare clothes in here for all the times I might need to shift…”

      “She can come,” Azaiah repeated in a rumbling voice, “but only if I come, too.” I realized that he was also carrying a satchel.

      “Oh, thank you,” I said. “That’s very kind of you.”

      “Also,” Azaiah said, looking sternly at his daughter, “she must put in some extra study hours on the weekends when she returns… Right, Regan?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said, waving a hand. “I know.”

      We moved to the center of the clearing in front of the Black Heights, where Regan and Azaiah handed their backpacks to Bastien and me, before beginning to shift. Their limbs billowed and tore their clothes. Shiny gray scales erupted and spread across their skin. A few moments later, towering above us were two mighty dragons. I had seen Azaiah shift many times before, but less so with Regan. Her lilac eyes were large, intensified, and her gray scales shimmered with hints of silver. Regan was something of a wallflower in her humanoid form, with mousy brown hair and a splash of freckles across her nose and cheeks. But as a dragon, she was breathtaking.

      Although a number of female fire dragons had been born to the couples of The Shade, they were still a rare commodity for the fire dragon race. That was something that they hoped would begin to change over time.

      Regan extended one of her clawed hands for Bastien and me to climb onto. Apparently she wanted to carry us both. She lifted us level with her back, and Bastien and I climbed aboard.

      We settled down in the curve behind Regan’s neck. I placed my suitcase between my legs, while Bastien kept the backpacks secure with him. I slid my hands between the cracks of Regan’s scales, while Bastien sat right behind me, his chest touching my back. He, too, gained a grip on the scales, planting his hands on either side of me and making me feel enclosed, secure.

      “Hold on to your hats!” Regan said in a husky voice. Her wings spread and we launched into the air next to her father.
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      We traveled first to the small, uninhabited island near The Shade that held the portal leading to one of the ogres’ beaches. This island was known to us colloquially as Rose and Caleb’s island, due to the time when they had been shipwrecked here with Annora.

      We touched down once we arrived at the shore. Azaiah thought it wiser to travel the rest of the way to the gate on foot, since the jungle was dense and it was hard to spot the location from the air.

      We remained on Regan’s back as we trundled through the trees and bushes. Finally, we neared the small clearing where the old, crumbling well was situated. I spotted tracks belonging to Nightshade—our helicopter-tank. The tracks stopped ten feet or so in front of the well. I slid off Regan and moved toward the tracks, reaching out my hands. They soon hit against the invisible barrier.

      “Kyle?” I called.

      There was a pause, and then the sound of a metal door groaning open. Footsteps followed, then the crunching of leaves, until Kyle emerged, apparently out of thin air. He was unshaven, his gray hair tousled, and he held a book in his right hand. He’d been reading, as he usually did, while waiting for the League.

      “Hey,” he said, looking quite shocked to see the four of us here. “What are you doing?”

      “We need to make a trip to The Woodlands,” I explained. I told him briefly why before concluding, “Well, we’ll see you around. You’ll probably still be here on our”—or at least my, Azaiah and Regan’s—“way back.”

      He nodded. “Most probably. The League has a lot of work ahead of them, to say the least.”

      He bade us goodbye and good luck, then disappeared from our view again as he retreated into Nightshade.

      Bastien, Regan, Azaiah and I approached the portal and didn’t delay leaping through.

      Once we reached the other side, we shot out like bullets, landing on hot sand. The sun blazed overhead, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. On rising to my feet, my first instinct was to look around to see if I could spot any signs of my parents and the rest of the League. I noticed footsteps in the sand, where apparently they had been gathered, but the beach appeared to be empty.

      I supposed it was just as well. My parents had enough things to concentrate on without thinking of what trouble I might be getting into in werewolf country.

      Bastien and I climbed atop Regan’s back again, and the four of us continued on our journey to The Woodlands.
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* * *

      When we spotted the looming outline of our destination in the distance, Bastien was quiet. I twisted my head to check that he was okay. His brows were furrowed in concentration, his gray eyes set on his homeland.

      I faced forward again, trying to imagine what he was feeling. I supposed that reuniting with people he had grown up with, who had been so close to his parents, would peel back scars. Inevitably, he would have to relive the night he’d lost his parents and siblings all over again in describing to his people exactly what had happened.

      Once we had soared over the shoreline, Bastien’s concentration increased. We were relying on him now to lead us the rest of the way. We traveled over countless woods, meadows and lakes, until eventually I spotted the familiar mountain range of the Blackhalls.

      We approached the main entrance to the castle. I couldn’t help but scan the windows at the top, near the mountain peak—one of those windows had been Bastien’s and I recalled our harrowing midnight escape route. My stomach dropped just looking at the distance Bastien had carried me down.

      “You can land there, in that clearing,” Bastien said, indicating the spot to the dragons.

      They circled in the air, directly over the target, for several moments to gain their bearings. Then they descended and landed gracefully.

      Bastien took the suitcase that was settled between my thighs, wound one arm around me, and pulled us both from Regan’s back.

      “I suppose we should shift now,” Regan said once Bastien and I were on the grass.

      “That would be wise,” Bastien said, eyeing the comparatively narrow mountain entrance.

      He removed the backpacks he had been keeping safe for her and her father, and handed them over. They gripped the bags between their jaws before moving into the trees in separate directions to look for somewhere discreet they could shift and change.

      Bastien returned his focus on the mountain and breathed in deep. I sensed that he was scenting the atmosphere.

      “Does it smell like home?” I asked quietly.

      He glanced at me. Dimples formed in his cheeks as he smiled for the first time in hours. “Not as much as you.”
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      The dragons didn’t keep us waiting long. They soon returned sporting a change of clothes.

      Azaiah's eyes roamed the mountain. “So this is where your tribe lives?” he asked Bastien.

      He nodded.

      “It’s probably a good thing that you brought us along,” Regan said. “Extra protection and all… You don’t expect there to be any trouble though, do you?”

      Bastien shook his head, his jaw clenching.

      “For the time being, The Woodlands is at peace again,” I said.

      Regan, surprisingly chatty, continued making light conversation until we arrived outside the mountain’s main entrance. Here, Bastien drew in a breath. He stepped forward and planted three knocks against the door, hard and in quick succession.

      His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed and stepped back.

      Footsteps didn’t sound for several minutes. But when they did, they came loud and hurried. A bolt drew open, and the wooden doors parted. Standing in the doorway was an elderly gentleman. In human years, he looked perhaps seventy years old. His hair was white, his shoulders slightly hunched, and his tan skin was deeply lined.

      His face immediately brightened when he laid eyes on Bastien, to my relief. It was nice to witness somebody greeting him with a genuine smile.

      “Bastien, my lad! Where in The Woodlands have you been?” He moved forward and grabbed Bastien by the shoulders, pulling him into a firm embrace.

      “I must tell you the whole story, Cecil,” Bastien said. “How are you?”

      “Much better now that you have arrived on our doorstep!” he said cheerily, clapping Bastien on the back. “And who are your companions?” Cecil inquired.

      “This is Victoria,” Bastien said, reaching for my hand and drawing me forward. “She is from The Shade—of Novak blood—and a very dear friend of mine.”

      Cecil shook my hand warmly.

      “And this is Regan,” Bastien continued, “Another noble lady of The Shade—she is half dragon, half human. Along with her valiant father, Azaiah—a full dragon.”

      “Regan must be a rare breed indeed,” Cecil remarked, before shaking hands with her and her father, too.

      “Cecil was my parents’ most trusted advisor, and most likely, the closest friend they ever had,” Bastien explained to us.

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” I said.

      “Come in, come in! You must tell me everything that has happened since the hour you left. You must be in need of refreshments, also.”

      Cecil led us through the entrance hall, along several corridors where more unfamiliar werewolves sprang from doorways and hurried to greet Bastien. They joined us in entering a large hall that appeared to be a lounge. Its stone floors were heavily clad with rugs, and cushioned seats were scattered about generously.

      Bastien sat with me, Regan and Azaiah in the center, dozens of werewolves gathering around us. A woman who appeared to be in her thirties arrived carrying a tray containing four goblets and a jug filled with a vibrant purple-pink liquid.

      “Oh, you must try this,” Bastien said, an unexpected excitement rising in his voice.

      “What is it?” I wondered.

      “Just try it.” He filled the four goblets and handed one to each of us, then picked up the fourth for himself. He watched me closely as I took the first sip. The drink was refreshingly cold, and as I swallowed the only way I could think to describe it was as… the best-tasting smoothie in the world. It tasted like it was made primarily of berries—the sweetest and most succulent I’d ever tasted.

      Bastien grinned as he noted how much I enjoyed it, before he took a deep swig from his own cup.

      “Dinner will be served later,” a second woman explained as she brought in another tray—filled with a mouthwatering array of berries and other exotic-looking fruits. The fragrance from the platter made my mouth water.

      Bastien leaned back in his chair, and, after introducing Regan, Azaiah and me to the new werewolves who had joined us, he said, “Why don’t you tell me what you know first, so I know which gaps you are missing in the story.”

      “We only learned of Detrius and Orion’s betrayal when packs of wolves arrived to inform us and slaughter them. You know about this?”

      Bastien nodded. “I’m aware of my cousin and uncle’s treachery, and also the fact that they are dead. The justice that was served upon them was triggered by the good people of The Shade, in fact. Detrius would still be ruling over you now had it not been for them.”

      “All of us were too much in shock to even suspect Detrius and Orion,” another male wolf spoke up. “Although we knew of their envy of your parents, we never could have dreamed that they would have become such traitorous, cold-blooded murderers.”

      Bastien grimaced. “Since we both know of the event, let us turn to other matters.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “How did you escape?”

      Two questions were shot at Bastien in unison.

      Bastien explained patiently how the IBSI had decided not to murder him along with his family, and instead to take him back to their headquarters on Earth. He explained how we had met and his return to The Woodlands and everything that had happened up until we arrived outside the castle’s door just now. He did leave out details of how close the two of us had gotten, though he was sure to inform them that neither Brucella nor any of the Northstones were welcome in Blackhall territory anymore.

      I was receiving a number of grateful glances by the time Bastien had finished, having been informed that I’d freed him. I felt rather uncomfortable at the attention, considering that Arwen was just as much his savior as I was.

      Bastien glanced around the hall. “So were only my cousin and uncle found to be traitors in the investigation?”

      “There were a few others too,” Cecil replied sadly, before proceeding to rattle off several names.

      Bastien looked deeply disappointed.

      “All of them helped with the cover-up,” Cecil went on, “taking advantage of our grief to pull the wool over our eyes. They’re no longer living either.”

      A brief silence fell about the chamber, as perhaps many of us wondered the same thing: What’s next?

      I stopped eating berries and sat tensely at the edge of my seat.

      “So, how have you been managing since the execution?” Bastien asked.

      “Well,” Cecil replied, exchanging glances with two other younger wolves. “We are still in the process of organizing ourselves, but I suppose I have been the one calling the shots… trying to bring some order among us.” He smiled at Bastien. “But I’m oh-so-glad that you have returned. I fit the role of a leader much less than I do a counselor.” He let out a dry chuckle. “Not as young as I once was.” Cecil turned to one of the men. “Go fetch the crown,” he said. He addressed Bastien again as the man hurried out. “I retrieved it personally from your cousin’s head before he was executed.”

      I recalled how Detrius had given the crown to Bastien when we’d visited. No doubt he’d taken it back the moment we left, and had planned to take it back after he’d killed Bastien during the night.

      The man returned barely a minute later carrying the heavy object, and placed it atop Bastien’s head. Bastien looked regal with it on, though somehow, he didn’t look quite at ease beneath its weight.

      “Worn like our true leader,” Cecil said fondly, and I could’ve sworn he had tears in the corners of his eyes as he gazed upon Bastien.

      It seemed like, now that Bastien had returned, nobody here had even considered appointing anybody else as ruler. All eyes were on him, glistening with relief and expectation.

      There go my hopes of Bastien returning to The Shade with me in a few days… Still, it wasn’t the end of the world for us. Even if he remained here full time in his role as chieftain, we could still be together. The Woodlands was safer now than it was when the hunters had been here. I’d survive the next few days without problems, and that should put Bastien’s mind at ease regarding me staying even longer. He could appoint a second-in-command also so that he could still visit our island…

      As I was mulling over the implications of Bastien’s rule, he stood and addressed his people. “Thank you all for remaining loyal to me and to my family.” He reached for his crown and held it in his hands. “I do not take this responsibility lightly. If any of you deem there is a more worthy leader among us, then do inform me.” He turned to Cecil and raised his brows.

      Cecil shook his head, chuckling. “I believe I speak for every one of us when I say you are our choice.” He glanced around the large hall, which I realized had become even more packed as our discourse had progressed.

      “Hear, hear,” dozens of voices called out, amidst clapping.

      I didn’t miss the slight heave of Bastien’s chest before he replied in a booming voice, “Then if it is me and me alone whom you choose, I shall bear this crown with pride.”
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      Bastien spent the remainder of the day catching up with his friends and well-wishers, as well as acclimatizing to the responsibilities he now had. Responsibilities laid on him for the first time in his life. I wasn’t sure if his parents had prepared him for the eventuality that he might have to rule. But he did not seem to have too much difficulty in wrapping his head around it. I supposed that he had watched his father in this alpha role for so many years, much of it came instinctively to him.

      I felt rather useless and out of place, following him around like his shadow. Regan and Azaiah went off for a wander around the castle, but Bastien preferred that I stay within his sight.

      But I didn’t mind the awkwardness. I needed to be his shadow right now while he found his feet back home. I shouldn’t be a distraction.

      More than anything, I actually felt incredibly happy. Happy to see him accepted so fully. Happy to see that he had somewhere he belonged.

      Everybody needed that, whoever they were. A place they could call home and feel safe. I was hoping that place would eventually be The Shade for him, but it didn’t matter all that much where it was, as long as he had somewhere. And hopefully, somewhere we can still see each other.

      By the evening, Bastien had talked to so many different people, and introduced me to all of them too, my mind was spinning with names. I was sure that it would take a good few days to remember who everyone was. Bastien also seemed rather emotionally drained from being surrounded by so many faces. So many voices. So much expectation and responsibility being dumped on him at once. He appeared just as ready as I was to retire after a hearty dinner.

      He rose from his chair and bade good night to everyone—many of whom were on the verge of turning into wolves, as the sun had almost set. Then he left the dining hall with Regan, Azaiah and me. Bastien had already arranged for the dragons to have their own quarters—just a floor beneath his. We took them to their doors and wished them a good sleep. As their doors shut, Bastien and I were left alone. Tingles ran up my arm as he reached for my hand.

      Our fingers twining, he led me to his apartment. Stepping inside, the place looked the same as I’d last seen it. A familiar, pleasant musky smell filled my nostrils and it felt cold, like before. As we padded along the thick rugs that lined the stone hallway and peered into each of the minimally furnished rooms, there was no sign of the struggle that had taken place the night Bastien and I had escaped.

      We entered Bastien’s bedroom, where I spotted my suitcase by the bed, brought up earlier by one of the wolves. Bastien sat down on the double bed and pulled me to stand in front of him, in between his knees. He clasped both of my hands in his and gazed up at me through his thick, dark lashes.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked in a low voice.

      I shrugged. “Nothing in particular… It must feel good to be back, right?”

      “Yes, I suppose,” Bastien replied slowly. “It’s good to see old faces, though…” His eyes wandered toward the dark fireplace in one corner of the room. “The castle does feel rather empty without my family.”

      Uncertain of how to respond, I sat down next to him and slid my arms around his waist. I leaned my head against his shoulder and hugged him.

      He stroked the back of my head before resting a hand over my hip.

      “Are you tired?” he asked.

      “A bit,” I confessed, even as I felt a yawn brewing at the back of my mouth.

      Moving one arm beneath my knees, he wound the other around my midriff and picked me up before laying me down against the pillows. He crawled over me and dipped his head until our lips grazed each other. He closed his mouth around mine in a breathtaking kiss, groaning softly.

      When our lips parted, he whispered, “Then let us sleep.”

      “Okay,” I breathed, my cheeks flushing. The room felt rather warm all of a sudden.

      I slipped out of bed and opened up my suitcase. I rummaged for my wash bag and nightie before heading to the bathroom. By the time I was out again about ten minutes later, a fire was crackling in the hearth. Bastien knelt before it on the rug, stoking it with a rod. He had changed into a pair of white cotton pants… and removed his shirt.

      The room felt a lot warmer.

      We headed to bed and slid beneath the covers. Our heads rested against pillows next to each other. I grazed my fingers over Bastien’s bare chest, my mouth feeling dry.

      He nestled closer to me and we shared a long, slow kiss, even as his hands moved through my hair. Then I settled my cheek beneath the crook of his neck, the contours of our bodies slotting comfortably against each other.

      He kissed the top of my head, while with his other hand he reached out to dim the bedside lantern.

      “Good night, Victoria,” he whispered.

      I held him tighter in a squeeze. “Good night,” I breathed.

      Feeling the gentle heaving of Bastien’s chest beneath me and being enshrouded by his warmth, I felt as safe and protected as I did back home in The Shade. With the fire continuing to crackle in the background, I should have fallen asleep. But my mind was still alert.

      I found myself playing over Bastien’s and my history in my head, right from the hour we’d first met. I recalled how, after we had been torn apart that fateful night when the hunters had arrived to storm Rock Hall, I’d had doubts about what Bastien and I had shared—if we had even shared anything. When I had returned to The Shade without him, I had feared that perhaps the attraction we’d felt for each other would have no lasting value. That it had been simply born out of our desperate circumstances, and once those went away, we’d find ourselves with not much in common. That the spark would be gone.

      I smiled to myself now as I recalled all these fears. I couldn’t have been more wrong. Since Bastien and I had reunited, the pull I felt toward him had only grown stronger. The connection we’d formed ran far deeper than any external circumstances we might have been faced with.

      Feeling so reassured as I lay in his arms, I found myself voicing for the first time what I sensed my heart had known for a much longer time.

      “I love you, Bastien.”

      He tensed suddenly beneath me. Then he reached for my chin. He tilted my head upward so that he could look directly into my eyes. The light from the fire played in his wintry irises as shadows danced across his face.

      “What did you say?” he asked in a choked voice.

      I couldn’t help but let out a giggle. Here was Bastien, a man with such acute hearing that he could probably hear a pin drop on the bottom floor of this castle, asking me what I’d said just a few inches away from his earlobes.

      “You just want me to repeat it, don’t you?” I whispered.

      A broad grin split his face as joy sparkled in his eyes. “Yes,” he confessed.

      “I love you,” I mouthed.

      His face lit up like a kid’s on Christmas Day. His eyes lowered to my lips and he moved in to kiss me passionately. He held me so tightly, it was an effort to breathe. Yet, at the same time, it felt like he couldn’t hold me tightly enough.

      His lips finally withdrawing from mine, he pressed them against the tip of my nose and then against the center of my forehead before gazing down at me adoringly, like I was some kind of prized possession.

      “I love you too, Victoria… my brave and beautiful girlfriend.”
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      After being abandoned by my husband, I scoured the beaches of the ogres’ shores in search of a suitable vessel. It was harder to find than one would think because, although I found many a ship moored in the water, they were all too large for my purposes. I needed something small, easy to navigate, something that could remain inconspicuous on the waves.

      After traveling for many miles, eventually, I found what I needed—a small, narrow boat slotted between two much larger ships. It was so compact, I wondered whether a fully grown ogre could even fit into it. It looked like a pleasure boat constructed for an ogre child, perhaps. It had a small covering over it, to shield it from the sun, and the reins were already installed—draping from the resting hook by the navigation bench and trailing down into the water. Glancing around to ensure that no ogres were watching me, I ventured forward and climbed aboard.

      I was pleased to see two small sharks already loosely attached to the boat by the reins. They were resting at the moment, their underbellies touching the ocean bed.

      Good. I looked around once again to check that I wasn’t being watched before tugging on the reins and stirring the sharks. They moved their fins and drifted closer to the surface while I continued looking around the boat. I opened the two small compartments by the bench in the center of the vessel, searching for some kind of navigation equipment. There was nothing. I suspected that this boat was not used for long-distance journeys, which made me nervous as to the quality of its construction. But all in all, it should still be better to travel in this than in one of the other monstrous ships the ogres owned.

      Before lifting the anchor, I leapt up to the side of the large neighboring ship and climbed onto the deck. Sniffing the air, I ducked down low. I could neither see nor sense any ogres nearby. I moved to the wheel and, to my delight, I spotted a compass. I also discovered a pile of thick, rolled-up parchments. Unraveling one, I found myself staring down at a map. Several, in fact. Perfect.

      Of course, the Mortclaws’ residence was not marked. But my plan was not to go directly there anyway. I’d realized several hours ago that my first stop ought to be The Sanctuary, the realm of the witches. There was a specific witch whom I needed to speak with. The Sanctuary, of course, being one of the major lands in the supernatural dimension, was clearly marked on this map.

      Rolling up the parchment again carefully, I stowed it under my arm before snatching up the compass. Then I jumped from the ship and landed back in my small boat. I spread out the map on the navigation bench and studied it, planting the compass down next to it.

      Once I felt ready, I took up the reins and urged the sharks forward. They were fast for such small creatures, quickly gaining speed until we were traveling at such a pace, the wind blowing against my face made it hard to breathe. But I reveled in their speed. With Bastien in the clutches of that wench, time was of the essence…

      [image: ]
* * *

      The journey went smoother than I could’ve dreamed it would. I had been half afraid that I might bump into my husband’s ship on the way. Although the chances of that were slim, I couldn’t help but feel relieved when it didn’t happen—he would sabotage my journey without a doubt. He’d likely go to the extent of damaging my vessel and watching me sink into the waves.

      I might be able to get through to Sergius most of the time, but there were some instances where he was stubborn as a mountain. And this was one very unfortunate instance. He simply could not see what I saw—the importance of Bastien and our daughter’s marriage, not only to Rona, but to our entire family.

      When the sharks brought me to The Sanctuary’s shore, I dropped the anchor and then hurried to the beach. I had not traveled very far along the sand when I was met with an invisible boundary.

      I drew in a deep breath, steeling myself for a whole lot of bellowing.

      “HELLO!” I roared. “I am here to request a meeting with Loira Sulvece!”

      I continued shouting for five minutes solid until a male voice called back, “Identify yourself!”

      It being daytime, I was in my human form and perhaps it wasn’t immediately clear to this warlock from a distance that I was a werewolf. I’d found some old rags on the ogres’ boat to wrap around me so at least I wasn’t stark naked after my previous transformation.

      “It is I, Brucella Lea Northstone. You may not know who I am, but Loira does. Please inform her of my arrival. It is a matter of urgency.”

      “What is the urgency?” the man asked.

      “That is the business of Loira and myself,” I replied, irritated. “Please, fetch her.”

      The man went silent and stopped responding to my calls after that. I could only hope that he had vanished and gone to seek out the witch.

      It was possible of course that Loira didn’t even live here anymore—perhaps she had even died. Although she had not appeared to be a particularly elderly witch, so I didn’t see why she shouldn’t still be alive and living peacefully in her homeland.

      Thankfully, I wasn’t left long to my own speculation. Loira manifested before me on the beach, wearing a long brown dress with sharply padded shoulders. She looked much the same as she had all those years ago. Her limp blonde hair accentuated the roundness of her skull, and was tucked behind ears that were slightly too large for her face. She appeared thinner now, however, and with a few more lines around her mouth.

      She appeared quite speechless to see me. And I didn’t blame her. After the last time we’d seen each other, there was no reason for her to think that we would ever meet again.

      “Brucella?” she asked, disbelieving. She strode toward me and stopped a couple of feet away. “What in heaven’s name brings you here?”

      I heaved a sigh. “Believe me when I say, Loira, that I would rather be anywhere but here. I have come out of sheer necessity… I need your help again.”

      She frowned. “More trouble?”

      A different kind of trouble… I steeled myself for her reaction to what I was about to say. I knew that she would think I had gone insane, just as my husband had accused me of.

      “Loira, I need you to help me unleash the Mortclaws.”

      The witch’s entire face scrunched in confusion. “What?” she breathed. She seemed to genuinely think that she had misheard.

      “The Mortclaws,” I repeated, “whom you banished to Murther Island all those years ago… Now, I need you to free them.”

      “Have you lost your mind, Brucella?” Loira exclaimed. “How could you request such a thing?”

      I exhaled in frustration. “I have not lost my mind, witch,” I replied, trying to reel in my temper. I couldn’t afford to snap with this woman. “I need the Mortclaws to help me fulfill a very specific task.”

      “What task?”

      I shook my head. “I have neither the time nor inclination to explain it all,” I said wearily, though, truth be told, it wasn’t all that complicated. It was rather simple. But like my husband, I simply didn’t think she would understand my motives. “But as one of the leaders of The Woodlands who commissioned you to lock them up in the first place, trust me when I say that I have considered the matter deeply… We require them to solve a problem in our land—as strange as it may sound, it’s something only they can help us with,” I lied, just for good measure. Releasing the Mortclaws would be no skin off her or her fellow witches’ noses, anyway. When the Mortclaws had been rampant before, they had terrorized primarily werewolves.

      Still, Loira gaped at me. There was a long span of silence until she finally seemed to realize that I was deadly serious about my request, and this wasn’t some kind of joke.

      “Well,” she murmured, “if you are so bent on this, then why do you need my help, exactly? You know where the key is. Surely you have not forgotten the location of the island, either.”

      “I recall the location of the key, but it has been many years,” I confessed. “I do not remember the route to the island well. I would find it eventually, I am sure, but it would take time. Besides, you know better than me how perilous the journey by boat is to that part of our world…”

      Loira swallowed hard, wetting her lower lip with her tongue. “Very well. I can transport you there. I can even free them, just as I imprisoned them, but…” Her expression darkened. “I truly hope that whatever reason you have for doing this, it is a good one.” Her eyes bored into mine. “Because, Brucella, after they are loose… don’t expect me to catch them again.”
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      After returning to The Shade, Arwen and I sat for a while at the end of the jetty. I fiddled with the pendant absentmindedly.

      “So now what?” Arwen wondered. “Neither of them seemed to think that Lawrence was—or is—in any trouble, now he’s been taken by his dad. To them, everything you described seemed like business as normal for their distant, IBSI-affiliated family. Just Lawrence going through some kind of test or training or something.”

      “Well, that’s just it,” I said. “The Hulses’ judgment of the IBSI is only based on what few things their daughter told them, which basically amounts to nothing. They like to think fondly of the IBSI because obviously, Georgina believed in it, and they share the same glowing impression of it that the media pumps out. What they think or feel about Lawrence’s situation… I don’t think it can be taken seriously.”

      “Or,” Arwen countered, “maybe you’re reading way too much into this. Maybe you’re seeing things that just aren’t there.”

      I scowled. Maybe I was looking into this too closely—I did have a habit of getting too caught up in things sometimes. But I simply couldn’t sit still. At least, not until I’d gotten a satisfactory answer as to what Atticus’ intentions truly were. If I could understand his motivation, I would feel a whole lot easier about the subject.

      Arwen took the pendant from me again and held it up in front of her. She began playing with it herself.

      Silence fell between us for a while as we stared out at the waves rolling into shore. Then Arwen slanted a glance at me. “You, uh, really care about Lawrence.”

      My throat felt tight as I nodded. It was only in his absence that I realized how much I really did care about him. More so than even a “professional” caregiver would care about the patient. Shayla was a good caregiver without a doubt, but now that Lawrence had been returned to his father, she had relinquished her responsibility and was able to easily switch to other matters—other patients who were with us and needed to be treated.

      But I… I just couldn’t do that.

      Of course, the type of caring Shayla had tasked me with had been more involved than her job. It hadn’t been just looking after his physical needs; it had been being his companion and becoming a friend to him.

      But even as I began justifying my feelings, and why I cared so damn much, I asked myself why I constantly tried to justify why I felt the way I did. Why do I even feel the need to find a justification?

      I recalled the butterflies I’d felt in my stomach as Lawrence and I had lain together that last, fateful night. The way my skin had tingled as his lips brushed against my forehead, the way my pulse had raced as he’d moved his fingers through my hair.

      I felt a lump in my throat. I took in a deep breath.

      ‘Yes,” I replied, my voice a little uneven. “I really do care about him.”

      At this, a grin couldn’t help but form on Arwen’s lips. “So… do you care about him as much as Heath?”

      I rolled my eyes and shoved her in the shoulder. “Heath is nowhere on the cards now anyway,” I muttered, realizing how many days in a row I’d gone without thinking of Heath even once while in Lawrence’s company.

      “What do you mean?” Arwen asked.

      I groaned internally. I really wasn’t in the mood for discussing Heath when my mind was so utterly consumed by Lawrence. Then I remembered that Heath had wanted to keep his whole celibacy and leaving for the Hearthlands thing a secret until next year.

      “He’ll tell you next year,” I replied.

      “What do you—?”

      Arwen stopped short as a sharp click came from her lap. We both glanced down at the pendant she had been fiddling with. To my shock, the bottom quarter of it had detached from the rest… like a cap. And where the bottom casing had been was what looked like…

      Oh, my God.

      I grabbed the jewelry from Arwen and stared at the thin metal protruding from its bottom half. A thumb drive. It was a thumb drive, hidden within this odd-looking, rectangular necklace.

      “What did I do?” Arwen breathed, gazing at the object. “I think I pressed that small jewel in the center.”

      I tried pressing the small, round transparent gem myself, firmly, and indeed… it gave way, pushing downward.

      It was a button.

      This pendant was a camouflaged thumb drive.

      Urgency coursing through me, I grabbed Arwen’s hand. “Take us to my bedroom!”

      We might not be returning this necklace to Georgina’s room so soon, after all…
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      I was in such a hurry to get my laptop started, I almost dropped it as I removed it from its case and planted it down on my desk. I slotted the necklace thumb drive into the side of my machine before waiting for it to start up. I hurriedly navigated to the right place. This USB device contained a single folder titled “FOEBA”.

      “Fo-ee-ba,” Arwen muttered, staring down over my shoulder at my screen.

      I opened up the folder to find it filled with dozens of small files whose names were just a jumbled string of numbers and letters. I tried to click on one, but got a popup message informing me that I didn’t have any program installed on my computer that could open it. The extension of these files was… strange. Certainly not any type of document that I had ever had to open before. I ran a search on the file type to see how to open it, but not even a single search result came up.

      “Seems this really is an uncommon type of file,” I murmured. I scrolled down the list of files, frustrated. “Ugh.” I looked at Arwen. “Any idea how we can get these open?”

      Arwen shrugged. “I can’t just magic them open. This requires the expertise of a computer hacker, not a witch.”

      “Do we have any hackers on the island?” I wondered, more to myself than to Arwen. I began thinking over all our residents. Eli was smart and could figure most things out by himself, but even if he was here, he wasn’t a real whiz at computers. He knew how to work them, but he was by no means a hacker.

      “You could ask Jason,” Arwen suggested.

      Jason was Anna’s oldest son. He worked in the IT department at school and was basically the go-to guy whenever we had a problem. But although he could set up and maintain our school computers, I doubted he could deal with complex problems like this. Still, he was the only person I could think of right now. Our island wasn’t exactly filled with tech experts, many of the residents being hundreds of years old…

      I closed my laptop and tucked it beneath one arm. Then Arwen vanished us to the townhouse Jason shared with his vampire wife, Lara. Jason had been turned into a vampire when he was just a boy—when the island had been under the shadow of the black witches, his parents had believed that he might be at risk of being targeted due to his mother being an immune. Once all was safe again, Jason had taken the cure and turned back into a human in order to grow up. When he’d reached the age of twenty-one, he’d resumed being a vampire, along with his girlfriend at the time, Lara.

      Luckily, we found Jason at home. He led us through to the kitchen. I planted my laptop down on the counter, pointing to the USB device, along with the list of files.

      My heart sank immediately when I saw the clueless expression on his face. “I’ve never come across this type of file before,” he said. “So I don’t want to get your hopes up. Have you already tried searching for information about this file type?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I can’t find anything.”

      Jason sat down in front of the laptop anyway and fiddled around with the files a bit. He tried various back-door methods, such as trying to force the files to open with another program… but nothing worked. That strange list of files remained unreachable. Even more bizarrely, he realized that we couldn’t even make copies of them to keep a back up.

      I exhaled in frustration as Arwen and I left Jason’s home after thanking him for his time.

      “There’s got to be a way to open these!” I said.

      “Maybe it’s some kind of hunter technology,” Arwen suggested.

      I froze. That would make sense. That would make a lot of sense. I felt stupid for that not occurring to me in the first place.

      “But then how do we ever open them?” I asked, still hopeless. “We have no access to hunters.”

      Arwen stalled in the cobblestone street. “Well, I suppose we could… get access to one.”

      I turned on her, my eyes narrowing. “What exactly are you suggesting?”

      A dark smile curved her lips. “Something my mother wouldn’t approve of.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Grace

        

      

    
    
      “What is your idea?” I asked Arwen, frowning at her.

      Her smile broadened. “I guess to answer that,” she began, “I will have to let you in on a little secret.”

      “Hm?”

      “Well, my solution relates to something that Brock and I discovered before we, ahem, officially started dating.”

      “Huh? You guys were seeing each other before you told us?”

      “Yes.”

      “For how long?” I asked.

      “Uh… a bit… Anyway.” She reached out and took my hand. “It’s best I just show you what I’m talking about.”

      The next thing I knew, the Vale had vanished around us, and a few seconds later we had appeared in a cluster of bushes lining a white sandy beach. Not one of The Shade’s beaches. Evening rays of sun touched my skin. “What on earth—”

      Arwen, still holding my hand, pulled me out of the bushes. I gazed up and down the length of the beach. It stretched for several miles in either direction, lined with swanky clubs and expensive-looking restaurants. On the far end on either side were high walls, sectioning off this stretch of beach.

      “This,” Arwen said, pointing to the clubs and restaurants, “is Latimer Beach, Hawaii. Where only the most privileged come… and that includes swarms of young hunters at the end of the working day.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you serious, Arwen?”

      “Yep. Brock and I made a habit of slipping out from our parents’ homes on weekends to go on, uh, late-night adventures together. That’s when we discovered this little gem.”

      Now it was my turn to smile. I couldn’t believe they’d been so crafty. Although anybody could freely exit The Shade’s boundary, very few people were granted automatic entry. Arwen, being Corrine and Ibrahim’s daughter, was one of them. And it seemed that she was already putting that privilege to good use…

      “How many times did you come here with Brock, then?” I asked. “Go on, confess.”

      She paused, feigning thought. “Maybe three times.”

      I scoffed. Yeah, right. That probably meant more like ten.

      I fixed my eyes back on the buildings. There were quite a few here, over twenty-five in total.

      “So do the IBSI members just, like, come along and patronize all of these places?” I asked. “Or do they have a specific spot?”

      “The Checkered Dog,” Arwen answered immediately. “That’s where Brock and I spotted most of them, still in their black uniforms. It’s almost like it’s reserved for them, there were so many.”

      “And they come every night?”

      “I don’t know about that,” she said. “But when Brock and I would come here on the weekends—sometimes—they were here every time. Given that today is Friday, and it’s nearing evening, I’d say there’s a pretty good chance we will see some hunters if we stay.”

      I blew out a breath. “Okay,” I said, trying to order my thoughts. “But what kind of hunters exactly? We need somebody from the IT department.”

      “Yes,” she replied. “Ideally.”

      I rubbed my temples. “But how would we know who to target? And, heck, even if we had a hunter singled out, how would we take them away without getting noticed?”

      Arwen laid a hand on my shoulder, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “Well, that’s where your feminine charm will come in handy.”

      “What?” I spluttered.

      “I suggest that we wait among these bushes until the hunters arrive. Then wait a few hours more, until they’re fairly tipsy… and that’s when you will slip in.”

      My gut twisted. Oh, no. I didn’t like this. I really didn’t like this.

      “And then do what?” I asked reluctantly.

      Arwen giggled. “Lure one of them out, silly! What else?”

      I heaved a sigh. “Okay, well… say I even managed to lure one out”—using my nonexistent skills of seduction—“where would I lure him to, and then what?”

      “When you walk out of the building, you will take a right turn and just keep walking toward this end of the beach. I will be watching the entrance, and I’ll swipe the two of you as soon as I feel nobody will notice.”

      Oh, man.

      I looked my friend over. She was much more naturally seductive than I was. I imagined that the moment she stepped inside, any single hunters would be drawn to her like a magnet, and then she’d just have to pick one… But I obviously couldn’t, and wasn’t about to, pass the buck on this one. This was on me. I was the one who wanted to get to the bottom of this mystery. And I was the reason Arwen was here.

      “Okay,” I murmured.

      “I would come in with you,” Arwen said, “I really would. But with so many hunters all in one place, if there is a special alarm around somewhere… I had better keep my distance.”

      “Yes,” I said. “So, any ideas about how exactly I will go about this?”

      “Let’s return to the Sanctuary first.”

      She vanished us back to her living room.

      “First of all,” she said, “you will need to blend in.” She led me to her bedroom and pushed me to sit down on the end of her bed. “And that means,” she went on, “you should wear the same uniform as them, and you should also have a badge like theirs.”

      “Wait a minute, are you suggesting that I pretend to be a hunter?”

      “Yup,” she replied bluntly.

      Arwen’s idea had just reached a whole new level of insanity.

      “How can I just pretend to be one? And why don’t I just go like some regular chick on a night out?”

      “Well,” Arwen said, planting her hands on her hips. She reminded me so much of her mother when she did that. “There’s no way to know exactly what’s going to happen. It could very well be that you would be at a greater advantage going as yourself rather than in the guise of a hunter. But I honestly think that going as a hunter will help. For one thing, it will be easier to gain their trust.”

      I supposed that was true. “But just some random IBSI member? What if they start asking me questions that I can’t answer? Plus, I’ll have to hope that none of them recognize me.”

      “We’re not in the Philippines,” Arwen said, “so hopefully you won’t see any of the ones you came across during the trip to The Woodlands… but I mean, it’s up to you.” She shrugged. “If you feel uncomfortable about this, then obviously don’t do it.”

      “No,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I’ll do it.” Somehow, I will figure it out.

      “To avoid people expecting you to answer questions,” Arwen said, “you could simply say that you’re brand-new. That you literally just arrived and tomorrow is your first day… Wait here.”

      She left me alone in the room and returned about ten minutes later, carrying plain black pants and a black polo-neck top, along with a badge clasped in one hand. She set the clothes down next to me and then handed me the badge.

      It had the official IBSI logo stamped on one side and scrawled across it in bold font read the name, “Ronda Clarkson.” Beneath it, in small writing, was, “Assistant to the Chief Dish Sanitization Technician.”

      What the…

      I couldn’t help but smirk. “There’s no way that’s a position.”

      “You are most likely right,” Arwen replied, smirking along with me. “But it doesn’t matter. Remember, you need to target drunk guys, and the Checkered Dog has dim lighting anyway. Even if they do look at your position, you can just say it’s a new position that was created just for you if anybody questions it. But honestly, I don’t think they will… They’ll be too busy looking at your pretty face.”

      “Augh. All right,” I said, even as I felt everything but all right. “Let me change.”

      Arwen chuckled as she left the room. I took off the T-shirt and jeans that I’d been wearing and pulled on the black clothes. Then, looking at myself in the mirror, I pinned the badge to my chest before letting my hair down. I began running my fingers through it to tidy it up.

      “Can I come in now?” Arwen called.

      “Yeah.”

      She walked in and stood by the mirror with me. She twirled a strand of my dark brown hair around one finger. “I think you should definitely keep your hair down.”

      “Right,” I murmured, grimacing.

      Arwen took over getting me ready. She pulled out some hairspray and fixed my hair into loose curls. She also applied a touch of makeup—some bronzer and blush, and a coat of mascara.

      “Now,” Arwen said, taking a step back and admiring her work, “you just need to get rid of that scowl.”
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      We left The Shade again and returned to Hawaii. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of foreboding as we peered through the bushes toward the darkening stretch of beach. Hawaii hadn’t exactly spelled luck for my family in the past. A beach like this had been where my father and aunt Rose’s misadventures had all started.

      I found myself wondering where that beach was—where they had gone to a party and Rose had met Caleb. For all I knew, it could’ve been this very one, now revamped and renovated decades later.

      I tried to push my uneasiness aside. I wasn’t naturally the superstitious type. Just because things had gone wrong for them didn’t mean that they would go wrong for me.

      “People are already arriving,” Arwen said, pointing to the checkered blue and black building.

      So they were. More so than at any of the other buildings on this stretch so far.

      “I guess we’ll wait another hour or so… then it’s probably fine for you to go in.” Arwen’s gaze moved to the waves. “In the meantime, shall we take a walk? I’ll make us invisible and we’ll stay away from the buildings.”

      “Yes,” I said, not even thinking about it. These bushes were definitely not the most comfortable place to wait, especially with the myriad of creepy-crawlies that were beginning to come out for the night.

      Arwen made us invisible and we emerged on the sand. We moved to the waves, keeping our distance from the crowds, as Arwen had recommended. Once the sounds of people chattering in the clubs and restaurants increased in volume, Arwen suggested that it was time.

      She nodded toward the Checkered Dog. “I’ll wait around here and keep a close eye. All right?”

      “Yep,” I said, my throat tightening.

      I immediately marched away from Arwen and made a beeline for the club’s entrance. I didn’t want to prolong this a second more than I had to. I just wanted to get it over and done with.

      I was surprised to see that there was no bouncer or security guard waiting at the entrance of the building. Perhaps, since the place was so frequented by hunters, they didn’t see the need to station them outside this particular establishment.

      I walked in through the shiny glass doors, and, keeping my eyes ahead, moved straight to the bar. I seated myself on a stool at the far right end of the counter. A trio of men sat on the other end, all dressed in black, and toward the middle was a man and a woman, a couple, talking in low tones. Everyone else lounged around on couches or at private tables.

      Swiveling on my stool, I scanned the room as discreetly as I could. I was quite taken aback at how big this place was from the inside. I had underestimated the size of it. It didn’t even look half full, and I would’ve guessed that there were at least fifty people here already—the majority of them clearly hunters.

      “Excuse me, ma’am. Can I get you anything?”

      I turned behind me to see a young man wearing a blue apron, looking at me expectantly.

      “Oh, some water, please,” I mumbled. My throat was feeling terribly dry.

      He filled a glass with water and handed it to me. I swiveled back around to continue surveying the room, but this time as I twisted, I realized that I’d already attracted the attention of someone. Another young man. A very good-looking young man. His physique was that of a fighter—tall, broad-shouldered, with a thick neck. He had dark, focused eyes, and cheekbones that could cut diamonds.

      I was sure that this guy must work in their defense department—calling it “defense” was kind of a joke now, of course.

      But I needed an IT person. Which meant that I had to get rid of this dude as quickly as I could. I panicked as he approached, as I tried to think of what I could tell him.

      I swiveled again in my chair, facing the counter, and busied myself with my water. He arrived by my side and pulled up a stool next to me.

      “Hi,” he said, flashing me a Ken-worthy smile. He didn’t look any older than twenty-one.

      I offered him a small, fleeting curve of my lips.

      “I noticed you sitting all alone over here.”

      Yes. Happily alone.

      “Can I order you something?” he pressed.

      I raised my glass of water to him, offering him a broader, though more artificial smile. “I’m good,” I said curtly.

      He chuckled. “All right.” He called over the waiter and pointed to my glass. “I’ll have the same.”

      I felt like vomiting in my mouth. Augh. That was so cheesy.

      “My name is Rolf,” he said, holding out a hand.

      I declined to shake it, fixing my head on the chalkboard menus and pretending that I had not seen him extend it.

      “Hi, Rolf,” I said in the most unenthusiastic voice I could manage. This guy was the persistent type. A more timid guy would’ve gotten the hint by now that I wasn’t in the mood. Rolf would not take no for an answer easily.

      “Are you new?” he asked. “This is the first time I’ve seen you.”

      “Yes, I am new!” I said, inspiration suddenly lighting up my brain. I turned to him and looked him straight in the eye, smiling. “I’m totally new. And you know, I’m actually looking to hook up with someone tonight.”

      He grinned impishly, but before he could get too smug, I went on, “Rolf, you’re pretty and all… but I’ll be honest with you. You’re really not my type.”

      His smile faded for a moment, but then returned full force. I guessed he thought that this was some kind of flirting technique.

      “Well,” he said, taking a sip from his water, “why don’t you tell me what kind of guys you are into, and maybe—just maybe—I could help you out.”

      I cast my eyes around the rest of the room. “Hmmm.” My eyes settled on the nerdiest-looking guy I could find, a guy who looked the complete opposite of Rolf. He had a slim, lanky build with brown hair tied up in a ponytail, complete with a short beard and large black spectacles. He could have been something other than a computer person, of course, but he was at least in the right category.

      “I’m into guys like him,” I replied, pointing directly at the ponytail guy.

      Rolf’s eyes shot to the nerd. Then he burst out laughing. “He’s my friend, Jude. Jude Webb. He’s your type?”

      “Uh-huh!” I said.

      Rolf had apparently spoken a little too loudly, and Jude had overheard his name. Jude turned to face us, cocking his head to one side.

      I gave him a beaming smile and waved a little, even as my cheeks grew red hot. Oh, my God. What. Am. I. Doing.

      “Hey, Jude,” Rolf said, “come on over here.”

      Perhaps Rolf still thought that I was joking, but at least he’d called Jude over. As he approached, he really wasn’t bad-looking at all… just on the nerdy side.

      “What?” Jude asked, looking half amused and thoroughly confused.

      Rolf planted a hand on my shoulder. “You have an admirer here. Her name is…” Rolf’s gaze fell to the badge on my chest. “Ronda. Ronda Clarkson.”

      Jude’s eyes narrowed on the letters beneath the name. “Assistant to the Chief Dish Sanitization Technician,” he said in a snooty voice, before snorting. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      My expression turned to disapproval. That was actually kind of rude. I suspected that if I had actually been the Assistant to the Chief Dish Sanitization Technician, I would’ve taken great offense to that comment.

      “That’s not actually a position… is it?” Jude went on.

      I pursed my lips. “It is,” I said, clipped.

      An awkward silence fell between the three of us. My show of taking offense had worked. Any doubt Jude had regarding it possibly not being a real position evaporated, and he stumbled to say, “Hey, I’m sorry, Ronda.” He reached out and nudged my shoulder. “I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that it was kind of a…” He cleared his throat, setting his glass down on the counter next to me. “Never mind.” Jude turned to Rolf, clearly now desperate to patch up the situation. “Well, if you said Ronda is my admirer, what are you still doing here, loser?”

      Rolf nudged Jude in the shoulder, even as he laughed and walked away, shaking his head—apparently still disbelieving that I could choose Jude over him.

      As Jude turned back to me, I examined his badge. And I couldn’t believe it. I did an imaginary fist-pump. My first true bit of luck this evening.

      “Jude Webb,” it read, and beneath it said in the same small writing as my own made-up title: “IT security and maintenance.”

      Yes! My eye for nerds was sharp.

      I warmed my expression and offered him a charming smile—or at least I hoped it looked charming… and not like a creeper’s.

      Jude moved closer to me, pushing his glass next to my water.

      “So, how long have you been with the IBSI?” he asked, his voice a tad slurred.

      “I was just telling your friend that I’ve only just joined,” I explained, before I budged ever so softly backward to create more of a distance between us. Jude was definitely less shy than I’d thought he’d be.

      “So you’re a new recruit, eh? Where are you from?”

      “Chicago,” I replied. Given that Lawrence had been on my mind so much, it was the first place that came to my head.

      “Interesting. Then I’m curious why you’re here? Why not work at the Chicago base?”

      Good question… “It’s the weather, if I’m honest,” I replied, after a moment’s hesitation.

      He chuckled. “Yeah, well, I guess that’s a good reason to want to transfer… What did you train in, then? Hospitality? Or is the cleaning job just a starting position, and you hope to work your way up?”

      “Hospitality,” I replied—it was the easiest answer. Then, my gaze falling to his badge once again, I went on, “I’m really interested in computer science, though. My older brother is kind of a nerd, always talking about computers and… stuff… So I guess it kind of rubbed off on me.”

      “Yet you never pursued it as a career.”

      “Nah… My mom pushed me toward hospitality. Anyway, why don’t you tell me a bit about what you do?” I asked, hoping to prevent more questions aimed at me.

      He nodded down to his badge. “Like it says, security and maintenance in the IT department.”

      I paused, trying to pull the most interested expression that I could as I took a small sip from my water. “What exactly does it mean by ‘security’?”

      “Ah.” He let out a breath. “All sorts. Hardware vulnerabilities, viruses, encryption—”

      Encryption. I stopped listening as he continued rattling off items. My brain froze on the word. This is our guy!

      “—backups, system lockdowns…” Jude paused, apparently noticing that I had become disconnected. He narrowed his eyes on me. “Do you seriously find this interesting, or are you just being polite?”

      “Go on,” I encouraged, offering him another smile. “I’m listening… In fact”—I squinted as I looked around the dimly lit room, the music loud in my ears—“why don’t we go outside to talk? Take a walk along the beach?”

      I couldn’t help but grin internally as I said the words. Ah, taking a walk along a beach. Standard Novak tactics. Poor Jude.

      The poor fellow looked pleased by the suggestion. “Sure.”

      My stomach twisted with guilt as he looked at me, and I had to remind myself that unlike the many bloodthirsty vamps who’d employed the old ‘beach walk trick’, I wasn’t going to harm Jude. Arwen and I just needed to… borrow him for a while.

      To encourage him further, I slipped an arm around his waist before leading him to the door. We received several wolf whistles from Jude’s friends as he closed the door behind us.

      I removed my hand from his waist and took his arm instead. I began steering him subtly away from the Checkered Dog and toward the spot Arwen had told me she would be waiting.

      “So, yeah,” Jude concluded with a sigh. “I basically listed all the stuff that I deal with on a day-to-day basis.”

      “That’s cool,” I said, gazing out toward the waves and breathing in the fresh salty air.

      He stared down at me, his overgrown eyebrows knotting in a frown. “I’m still not sure what you’re doing holding my arm,” he remarked, a grin curving his lips, “but I’ll take it.”

      I decided that it would be less awkward if I refrained from responding to that. I just smiled at him again instead.

      We had created a fair distance between ourselves and the buildings by now. I hoped that Arwen would not wait too much longer to swoop down and get us. I just had to keep some kind of conversation going in the meantime—but more importantly, keep him moving forward.

      “Where do you live?” I asked.

      “On site, of course,” he replied. “Don’t know of anyone my age who has joined the organization and remains living on the outside.”

      “How old are you?” I wondered. Looking at him, I would’ve guessed around twenty-two.

      “Twenty-four,” he replied. “You?”

      I didn’t get a chance to respond this time as, finally, a hand closed around my shoulder. A second later, I had vanished with Jude.

      I wasn’t actually sure where Arwen would make us reappear—I thought that perhaps she would take us straight back to The Shade where we could talk to him and show him the drive I had with me in my pocket.

      Instead, she made us appear again barely half a mile away. We were still on the same beach, concealed by a different patch of bushes.

      The shock caused Jude to fall to his knees. His eyes shot up to us, wide and panicked. But before he could yell—or perhaps reach for a hidden weapon—Arwen cast a spell on him that both took away his voice and froze his limbs.

      Gazing down at his terrified eyes, I felt another twinge of guilt. Who would’ve thought that I would feel guilty about a hunter?

      “We’re not going to hurt you, Jude,” I said, trying to calm him.

      “Uh, yes, we will,” Arwen said, raising her brows at me, before glaring daggers down at Jude. “We will hurt you—a lot—if you don’t cooperate with us, dude.” Arwen’s mouth formed a mean, hard line as she glowered.

      I guessed her approach was right, though. I doubted that she would actually hurt him, and if Jude didn’t think that there would be serious repercussions to his not cooperating, what reason would he have to cooperate?

      Arwen’s harsh demeanor seemed to have gotten through to him. His expression grew tenser.

      The witch stooped down and gripped his ponytail, lifting his head to a forty-five-degree angle. “Hand me the necklace,” she said to me.

      I dove into my pocket and gave it to her. She swung the pendant to and fro a little in front of Jude’s nose—I guessed deliberately prolonging the tension—before pressing the clear transparent jewel in the center of it and causing the USB drive to reveal itself.

      “This contains a folder filled with files that have been encrypted with IBSI technology,” Arwen said. We think, I added in my head. Arwen’s eyes flickered to Jude’s badge. “Since you work in the IT security and maintenance department, opening them should be a cinch. And that is exactly what you’re going to do if you ever want your voice back.”

      The hunter’s eyes bulged.

      “You have twelve hours to return to this same beach I snatched you from with this thumb drive intact and the files unlocked and readable. Is anything unclear?”

      Since he was frozen, as well as speechless, we could only go by the look in his eyes. He certainly didn’t look like he had accepted what Arwen had said. I exchanged a worried glance with her.

      I tugged at her sleeve. “Could I have a moment?” I whispered into her ear. She vanished us several feet away from Jude, out of earshot, where we turned our backs on him.

      “How exactly are we thinking we’ll pull this off?” I asked. “What if there is a witch working for the IBSI in this Hawaiian branch? She could undo your spell of silence for Jude and then they’ll have the thumb drive.” I instinctively reached out and took the pendant from Arwen. I clutched it. “The contents of this could be valuable, and we weren't able to make a backup. It’s my only lead on Georgina. If Jude managed to figure out some other way to get his voice back, then we could have lost this forever.”

      I wondered if it might even be of interest to the hunters. Anything that was of interest to them ought to be held onto.

      Arwen shrugged. “Well, do you have any better ideas? It’s pretty clear that these files can’t be opened on a regular computer. He’s going to need to take the drive back to his base and open them up there. We just have to hope that either a) there is no witch easily available to Jude, or b) he’s too afraid to take the risk. If he knows anything about witches, he should be aware that they don’t all have the same level of power. I’m powerful, given my mother’s bloodline, and it’s possible that whatever witch they may have wouldn’t be able to undo my spell anyway.”

      We had to hope that Jude would be too chicken to take the risk.

      “All right,” I murmured.

      We returned to Jude, who now looked pretty desperate.

      “Now,” Arwen announced. “We have decided to grant you movement again. So you can go back to your base and get to work.”

      Before lifting her spell, Arwen bent down and searched him for any weapon he might have hidden in his clothes. It turned out that he had nothing except a small pad of paper and a pen in his back pocket. He hadn’t even brought his cell phone.

      Jude staggered to his feet. Reluctantly, I placed the necklace in his shaking right hand. As he hurried away through the bushes and back out onto the sand, we had no way of knowing whether he would ever return. I had no clue whether I had just kissed that necklace goodbye forever.

      All we could do was wait.
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      We returned to The Shade to wait the twelve hours. I ended up staying with Arwen in the Sanctuary. We both camped out on the sofas in her spacious living room and tried to get some sleep, but neither of us got much.

      We had set an alarm for when we approached within fifteen minutes of the appointed time. As soon as it went off, we both sprang to our feet.

      We collected Arwen’s laptop, since it was nearest to us, and placed it in a bag before she vanished us back to Latimer Beach. We waited among the familiar patch of shrubbery, watching the stretch of sand where Jude was supposed to emerge in just less than fifteen minutes. It being still fairly early in the morning, the beach was mostly empty, except for a few dog walkers.

      I kept glancing down at Arwen’s watch as the minutes ticked by. When we had only five minutes left, I clenched my fists. I was so tempted to voice the question playing over and over in my mind, aloud—Will he come?—but I spared Arwen my nervous discourse. She already seemed tense enough. Her breathing was uneven.

      Then, with barely two minutes left, we saw him. Jude Webb stumbled across the sand toward us. He wore the same clothes as when he’d left us, though he was looking far more disheveled. Tufts of hair had come loose from his ponytail and spiked out at odd angles. He looked pale and exhausted.

      Arwen stepped out of the bushes and transported herself to him quickly before vanishing them both back. We each grabbed one of his arms and pulled him further into the shrubbery.

      In spite of my nerves, I couldn’t help but smirk as Jude looked from me to Arwen. He had wanted a date. Well, he had gotten a double date. Just not quite the type he would have expected.

      “So, were you successful?” Arwen asked.

      He nodded tiredly. He held out the thumb drive. I reached out and took it from him. Pulling out Arwen’s laptop, I switched it on and inserted the thumb drive. I hurriedly navigated to the files, barely breathing as I clicked on the first one. This time something different happened. A window popped up, but the message it flashed at me was certainly not what I had been expecting.

      “Forced entry. File annulled.”

      “What does that mean?” Arwen murmured behind me as she looked over my shoulder.

      I quickly moved to the next file and tried it. Exactly the same window and message popped up. I worked my way down and tried to open five more. The same thing happened with each.

      We both whirled on Jude.

      “I thought you said that you were successful?” Arwen accused him.

      “Let him speak,” I said.

      As Arwen removed her spell, Jude gasped, “I did open them!” He clutched his throat, rubbing his Adam’s apple. “As you can see from the message, it was forced entry. I made them open, but they were encrypted with such a method that there was no way to do it without the files being destroyed. I did a batch operation and didn’t realize they would self-destruct until they already had… except one,” he added. “Go through them. It’s a file near the bottom of the list. That was the only one that wasn’t corrupted and that I managed to successfully crack open. Seems that whoever encrypted these forgot to apply the same fatal setting to that one.”

      My eyes returned to the screen. I scrolled to the bottom of the file list and began frantically clicking on one after the other.

      I kept receiving more “annulled” messages, until finally one of the files—about seven from the bottom—opened up in my browser.

      My eyes widened as I found myself staring at a stream of black text.

      “Um, Grace,” Arwen said, as Jude moved to scamper away again. She stunned him, causing him to fall to the ground with a yelp. “We need to decide what to do with this guy. Should I let him go?”

      “I swear that I did my best,” Jude growled through gritted teeth. “I had no way of knowing that they were encrypted to self-destruct. There is no more that I could have done, or anyone could have done.” He let out a low groan. “Ugh. I’ve been up all night, dammit. Just let me go!”

      I supposed that it was possible that Jude had corrupted the files on purpose and taken whatever information they might’ve contained for his own purposes. I sensed truth in Jude’s voice, but we had no way of knowing. He could simply be a good actor. At least we had one file.

      I nodded toward Arwen. “Yeah, let him go.”

      She relinquished her charm over his limbs. He raced away with barely a backward glance. Arwen moved to me and gripped my shoulder. The bushes surrounding us disappeared.
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* * *

      The witch made us reappear in her living room. We sank down on a sofa next to each other where, finally, I could start reading without disturbance.

      “October fifteenth,” the first words printed in the top left hand corner read. “The Old Fox.”

      As my eyes fell to the text beneath it, I realized that this was some kind of journal entry. Georgina had been staying with her parents on… October fifteenth. The date rang a bell. A rather loud bell. October sixteenth. That had been the date that the papers had announced Georgina’s accident.

      This had been written the day before she died.

      “Weather today was gloomy, same as yesterday, and all of this week. Pleasantly gloomy, though. Funny how anything familiar brings comfort in times like these…”

      A line of dots followed, trailing across half the page, as if she was contemplating what to type next.

      “Early tomorrow I take the train back up north. Weather permitting, I will return in time to make my evening call to Seamus. I will find a way to confirm what I told him previously, that my week was spent in the castle. Hopefully, Josh will already be in bed and asleep.”

      Josh.

      I paused for a second to gape at Arwen—who looked thoroughly confused—before fixing my eyes back on the screen.

      “I still haven’t told Josh about the journey we’ll make the day after, of course. I will make a final visit to the grocer’s to collect some food for the journey, but even when I return for him and our bags, he won’t know. I’ll tell him that our destination is a surprise… and that as part of the surprise, he must remember his name is Josh.

      When we arrive at the airport, he’ll be distracted by the shops. And when we board the aircraft, I will try to cover his ears during announcements.

      FOEBA files are already encrypted. I left backups safely, just in case.

      But Seamus won’t know where we’ve headed…

      Seamus can’t know.”

      As my eyes reached the end of the text, I trailed back to the beginning and started all over again. I read the same passage four times before I found my voice again.

      “By Josh, she must be referring to Lawrence,” I murmured. “Some kind of code name for him. Who else would it be?” Plus, that was the first name Josh thought to call himself when I asked him to choose a name.

      Arwen shrugged. “Then who is Seamus? Sounds like she was trying to escape from him.”

      I rubbed my head. The fact that she’d made regular calls to him made me believe that it was a code name for her husband, Atticus. But why was she hiding things from him? Where had she planned to go with Lawrence?

      My head was spinning. This journal entry revealed that the very same day she died, she had been planning to leave with Josh to somewhere she hoped Seamus would never find them.

      “She was afraid of him,” Arwen commented.

      “It has to be Atticus. Otherwise where is the mention of him in this letter? They were married. Supposedly living together.”

      “Hmm… I wonder why she would feel the need to lie about her location to him—she’d been staying with her parents in the UK, and yet she led him to believe she was staying in ‘the castle’, most likely code for where Lawrence was staying with his nanny.”

      Georgina’s apparent fear gave me chills. Was Atticus unsafe? Where is Lawrence now? I prayed that he was okay.

      “And… what on earth is FOEBA?” Arwen went on.

      I frowned deeply. FOEBA was the name of the folder in which all of the encrypted files were contained. Why had she encrypted the files in the first place? What was so secret about their contents?

      “Maybe FOEBA is some kind of hunter terminology,” Arwen suggested.

      I spent the next hour doing a thorough web search for FOEBA, but it did not bring up anything that sounded even remotely related.

      “Great.” I sighed, slumping back in the sofa. It felt like we had hit another dead end. It was obvious that finding out what FOEBA was should be the next step in uncovering this mystery. “How do we figure it out?”

      “Well, if I’m right in assuming that it’s hunter terminology,” Arwen replied slowly, “it looks like we will need to try to get the answer from them.”

      “Jude again?” I asked.

      Arwen reached for the necklace and ran her fingers along its silver chain before pulling out a long, brown hair that had gotten caught in the links.

      The hair was too short to be mine, and off color. And it definitely wasn’t Arwen’s. Hers was too curly.

      “Yes,” Arwen replied after a moment’s clause. She glanced at me with contemplation. “Looks like we’ll be using Jude again.”
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      It would be too difficult to get our hands on Jude again. For one thing, I doubted that he would come outside again for a while. He would probably be traumatized. He would likely also tell his authorities about what happened, and as a result, they might impose restrictions on their people venturing outside base.

      “We’re probably going to have to dig around a bit for an answer about this,” Arwen said. “It’s possible that many hunters won’t have even heard of the term FOEBA. We may need to pick the brains of several people before arriving at an answer. We’re going to have to play things differently this time… I suggest that you go in disguise. We have a strand of Jude’s hair. I’ll create a camouflage potion, and you could go in as him.”

      I stared at the hair and began to picture all the worst-case scenarios in my head. Would I be able to gain entrance in the first place without some special code? I also didn’t know anything about Jude’s schedule or have any idea about where he was located within headquarters. I had never set foot inside any of IBSI’s buildings before, let alone this one. I would need to keep myself hidden as much as I could… if that was even possible.

      “What if I bumped into Jude?” I wondered, shuddering at the thought.

      “Well, you would need to keep a low profile,” Arwen replied. “But you’re right. Setting foot inside their base really is a last resort. Thinking it through, there are so many potential problems. The thing that I’m most concerned about is the potion wearing off before you get out.”

      I hadn’t even considered that yet. “Yeah… that really can’t happen.”

      “But since this is a head hair, the potion should last for at least a day. Those are always the most potent of body hairs for this potion.”

      “Hm…” I recalled a story my grandmother Sofia had told me. Soon after Kiev had arrived in The Shade with Mona and the rest of his crew, Sofia had been trying to bridge the gap between Grandpa Derek and Kiev. She had turned into both of them in turn, but she’d gotten stuck as my grandfather for much longer than Kiev, since she had extracted a head hair from him, rather than a leg hair, like she had gotten from Kiev.

      “Before we decide,” Arwen continued, “I think there’s no harm returning to Latimer Beach tonight anyway just to see if we might get another opportunity to accost a hunter. I doubt we will, but we should try.”

      I nodded, though continued to think about the camouflage potion plan.
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* * *

      It was just as well that I had set my mind on our last resort already. We returned to the beach again that evening but we didn’t spot any hunters. Perhaps the authorities had called for everybody to stay inside while they investigated what had happened.

      This, of course, would present an additional obstacle for me. I would have to go to the entrance and persuade them to let me inside as Jude, even though he was supposed to already be inside.

      Still, one step at a time. I would have to overcome that obstacle once I came to it.

      Arwen took me to her mother’s potion room, where she began brewing up the concoction. Once it was ready, I went through the rather disgusting process of taking it and then the most unnerving experience of turning into a guy. After the tingling in my body had stopped, Arwen signaled with a nod that the transformation was complete. “It worked!”

      She couldn’t get the grin off her face. I, on the other hand—or rather Jude—was grimacing.

      I’m a guy. This is so weird. Grandma Sofia had described to me what it felt like, but nothing could have prepared me for experiencing it myself.

      “I’ll get you some clothes.” Arwen chuckled.

      Currently I had only a bathrobe wrapped around me. Arwen vanished before reappearing a few minutes later with a pair of black pants and a black shirt to match the type of outfit Jude had been wearing. The size looked like it would just about fit. I moved away from the mirror so I couldn’t see my reflection as I changed. I wanted to preserve Jude’s modesty at least a bit.

      “Okay,” I informed Arwen in my new, deep voice. “I’m done.”

      She approached, holding out a small golden square object in her palm. “Fit this onto one of your back teeth. It’s a tracker so that, if something goes wrong, at least I can sense your location.”

      “Right,” I said, clenching my jaw. “Good idea.” Opening my mouth, I moved the tracker inside and fiddled around until I found a comfortable position. I pressed down the tiny object against one of Jude’s molars. Once it was secure, I could hardly feel it.

      “I won’t swallow it if I drink some water, will I?”

      “No. But just be careful all the same.”

      I drew a deep breath, moving to the mirror again. I ran my hands through Jude’s shoulder-length hair before gathering it and tying it in a ponytail, trying to mimic his style. I rubbed my hands against his beard. Prickly and coarse. Ugh. I was sure that he would look better without a beard, like Lawrence had.

      Lawrence.

      Thinking about him made me ache inside. I’ve got to know if he’s okay.

      “Also, take these,” Arwen said, handing me a black hoodie and placing a pair of glasses on me. She looked me over. “So, are you ready?” she asked, planting a hand on my right shoulder.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      Arwen returned us to the beach.

      “You okay?” she asked as we faced the line of buildings.

      “Yes,” I managed. “Do you have any idea which way I should head to reach headquarters? I guess it’s nearby?”

      “Yes, it’s nearby,” Arwen assured me. “Walk along the promenade until you reach that red-colored restaurant on the corner, then take a left turn and you’ll find yourself facing a very long road. Right at the end of that road is IBSI’s compound. You’d have to be blind to miss it. You can already see it once you’re a quarter of the way along the road.”

      “So you and Brock have sniffed around there already?” I asked.

      “Not exactly,” Arwen replied with a roll of her eyes. “We just checked it out from a distance.”

      “Okay.” I straightened my pants, still distracted by this weird male body. “I’ll start heading there. I’ll aim to be back within a few hours—but obviously it could take longer. So I guess don’t start panicking until after almost a day is up.” Though I definitely didn’t plan to wait an entire day. I needed to get in and out of there as fast as possible.

      “Okay,” Arwen said. “I’ll be waiting on this beach, directly opposite the road.” She squeezed my hand. “I won’t budge. I promise.”

      I let out a dry chuckle. “You’d better not.”
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      Arwen wasn’t joking when she said that the road leading up to IBSI’s HQ was long. But it was broad, too, with buildings on either side.

      “Amberly Road,” read an engraved metal sign.

      That name sure sounded posh. Just like Latimer Beach, Amberly Road seemed to be clean and well kept. There were more cafés and restaurants along each side. I guessed that it was only to be expected that the immediate area surrounding the IBSI’s base would be kept orderly and safe.

      I pulled the hood over my head and retreated into the shadow it cast over my face. Then I caught a glimpse of myself in the reflection of a restaurant window and realized how dodgy I looked. I removed the hood and continued forging ahead. I fixed my eyes in tunnel vision on the end of the road, which, as I made quick strides, soon began materializing.

      I figured that I had almost reached about a quarter of the way along the road—though it was so long, it was still hard to tell exactly—when a voice called out from my right, chilling me to the bone.

      “Hey, Jude! What are you doing out here?”

      I swiveled to find myself staring at a young man, standing in the doorway of a fast-food restaurant. He was a short guy with a mop of thick black hair and a sharp, hooked nose. He wore black clothes complete with a badge, though from this side of the road, I couldn’t make out what it said.

      I swallowed hard. I had two options. Try to brush him off and continue on my way, or stop and engage with him.

      I opted for the former approach first.

      “Hey,” I called unenthusiastically, before continuing to walk.

      “Huh? What’s the matter?”

      “I’m tired,” I grunted over my shoulder, but he had already began to cross the road. A few seconds later, he was jogging up to me. The smell of his minty aftershave filled my nostrils as he gripped my right arm and turned me around. Now I could glimpse his badge properly. He worked in the IT security and maintenance department, just like Jude. Dev, his name was. Dev Srivas.

      I realized in that moment that Arwen’s outfit had come without a badge. I had to hope that it wasn’t mandatory for hunters to wear them at all times.

      “How come you’re out here?” Dev asked. “I thought you were up with Desmond?”

      Who’s Desmond? I wished that I could have asked.

      I shook my head. “I finished with him,” I replied. “I just need to… clear my head for a bit after what happened.”

      Dev’s brows furrowed. “After what happened?”

      Oh. I had assumed that Desmond had been some kind of superior who had been questioning Jude regarding what Arwen and I had done to him.

      “A lot of stuff,” I replied, waving a hand vaguely. I figured that it was best to not lie, but also avoid telling the truth. “Look, Dev, I’m really not feeling well. Let me go.”

      In that moment, three other guys, along with a girl sporting wide green spectacles, exited the fast-food place and joined us on our side of the road.

      “Hey, Jude,” one of the guys greeted. “We have an extra one of these. Take it.” He thrust a bag of fries into my hands. The last thing in the world I felt like doing was eating right now.

      “What’s up, man?” another guy asked.

      Apparently, they hadn’t yet been informed about what had happened to Jude either. This at least gave me hope that maybe even security might be unaware still, which would make entering the facility a lot less nerve-racking.

      “Jude isn’t well,” Dev replied for me.

      “Awww, poor Judy,” the girl—Marnie Thomas, per her badge—cooed. I was completely unprepared when she moved to me and drew me in for a tight hug. Still holding the fries in one hand, I returned her gesture awkwardly. For a moment I feared that she might even kiss me, but then I reminded myself that Jude was single—or at least he ought to be single, given his willingness to go off with me on a date.

      Marnie withdrew after just a hug and looked up at me compassionately.

      I shrugged her attention off with a smirk before diving a hand into the fries and stuffing a few into my mouth. Food was always a good excuse for distraction. “I’m okay,” I muttered. “Just need some space.”

      “Are you heading back to base?” Marnie asked.

      “Yes,” I replied through a mouthful. These fries were pretty good, actually.

      “We’ll walk with you then,” Dev said. “We’re heading back anyway.”

      Marnie looped one arm through mine and began leading me forward.

      Great.

      I squinted toward the end of the road, trying to estimate how many more minutes I would be trapped in their presence. I had to make these fries last.

      Thankfully, they became pretty busy with their own food, and before I knew it, we were over halfway there. I could clearly see it now—the compound at the end. The entrance was marked by tall, metallic gates, and bordered by what appeared to be electric fencing.

      “Ugh,” Marnie sighed, rubbing her plump stomach. She’d just taken the last mouthful of her wrap and tossed the packaging into a trash can. “I’m pretty tired, too. Gonna get an early night.”

      “So I take it you’re not up for that chess round tonight,” Dev prodded me.

      I shook my head. “Sorry, man.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t think that you can escape me forever. I will beat you next time.”

      I smiled wearily.

      As we approached the gate, my heart was hammering in my chest. I looked around for some kind of outer security buildings, like I’d seen in IBSI’s London branch. But there was nothing like that here. Just two intimidatingly large cameras, pointing directly down at us from the top of the gate. Then I noticed on the right-hand side of the entrance, fixed against the metal, was a wide screen.

      I hung back, watching Marnie approach it first. She swiped her thumb over the glass before stepping back for Dev to do the same. I approached the scanner last, pressing my thumb over it unsteadily. My fingerprint seemed to register, thank God, as smoothly as the others’ had. I realized that I’d been staring at the scanner—as if expecting it to suddenly explode—a little too long, as Dev gripped my shoulder and pulled me to the gates, which had started gliding smoothly open.

      Behind them lay a world of familiar brown, oblong buildings whose walls were made almost entirely of tinted glass—many of which were interconnected by rectangular walkways.

      The entrance closed noiselessly behind us. We crossed a circular stone yard, which was empty except for a few benches, and headed toward the nearest building. Passing through the revolving doors, I followed them as they took a right turn.

      We moved along a corridor, passing groups of other young hunters along the way—porcelain white cups in their hands, tablets or laptops beneath their arms—and then stopped outside a set of elevators.

      Here, Dev and the other three guys parted ways—saying that they were going to chill in the pool room—leaving me alone with Marnie.

      The elevator dinged open. We moved in, and I waited for Marnie to press a button. She selected Level Six. There appeared to be eight floors in total in this building.

      As the doors slid closed, Marnie looked at me quizzically. “Aren’t you going to press the floor for your walkway?”

      Press the floor for my walkway.

      My brain went totally blank. I lumbered forward, moving a thumb clumsily against the buttons. Having no idea which to press, I ended up hitting Level Four.

      “Huh?” Marnie wrinkled her nose. “Did you move rooms recently?”

      I racked my brain how to answer, desperately wishing that she would mind her own business.

      Then the universe granted me a small mercy. She cocked her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. “You’re back on with Fern, aren’t you?”

      I threw her what I hoped would come off as a guilty grin. She could believe whatever the heck she wanted to believe as long as she left me alone. “Maybe, maybe not,” I replied, assuming a deadpan expression… I had to pray that she would not bump into the real Jude before I left this place.

      We reached Level Four. I was relieved to step out, although I didn’t know what nasty surprises might lie in wait for me up here.

      “I’ll see you around,” Marnie said, waving to me as the elevator doors slid shut.

      Yeah… hopefully not.

      I hoped against hope that uncovering information about “FOEBA” would not be difficult. That it was common knowledge among the hunters.

      I supposed that I could have asked Jude’s friends, but I wanted to say as little to them as possible, in case they saw Jude again this evening.

      I looked up and down the wide hallway I found myself in. It was fairly busy, though less so than the ground floor. I cast my eyes down to the floor and moved to the wall’s edge, where I walked as inconspicuously as possible. It really would be good to have my father’s ability to thin myself about now.

      Then I caught sight of something beautiful. A bathroom sign. I sped up, and thankfully, there was no line outside the men’s door. I pushed it open and stepped inside, emerging in a surprisingly large wall lined with stalls and urinals. I took a left turn, past the couple of guys doing their business by the urinals, and walked right to the end of the aisle before locking myself in one of the cubicles.

      I let out a breath—a long, slow breath. Good. At least I had found a base. Somewhere I could retreat to and keep out of the way. I instinctively glanced up at the ceiling, scanning it for cameras. Would they really install cameras in the bathroom? I certainly wouldn’t put it past the IBSI, but I couldn’t spot any from where I stood.

      I climbed on top of the toilet seat, so that my feet wouldn’t show on the floor, and sat Jude’s butt on the tank.

      Now, I needed to think. Carefully.

      The best thing would be if I could solve this mystery without actually needing to talk to anybody. I had to keep myself hidden as much as I could, and I honestly couldn’t think of a casual way I could ever slip such a specific question about FOEBA to anyone.

      If it was common terminology, however, surely it would be mentioned in writing somewhere. Wouldn’t they have textbooks or manuals for new recruits? Wouldn’t they have a library of resources?

      A library. That was what I needed.

      How do I find one?

      A nerd like Jude couldn’t possibly go round asking for directions to the library without people thinking that he was high on something. But just as there had to be some kind of library here, there had to also be some kind of map. A plan of the premises.

      As excruciating as the wait would be, I decided that my best and safest option would be to camp out in this bathroom for the next few hours, until more people had retired to bed and the corridors had emptied.
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      I wasn’t wearing a watch, but there was a clock directly outside the men’s bathroom. I kept creeping out when I sensed nobody was around to keep track of the hours passing.

      Once nine o’clock had struck, the corridors were already significantly less busy. I could have waited longer for them to become even emptier, but I didn’t think that I could afford it. It was already killing me to think of the hours I’d wasted so far. Zipping up my hoodie, I left the bathrooms and made a beeline for the elevators. When the doors to one of them slid open, I half expected somebody to be standing behind them, but thankfully, the elevator car was empty. I pushed the button for the ground floor. I cast my eyes fleetingly around the four corners of the ceiling and spotted a camera. I looked down, keeping my eyes on the floor until I reached the ground level.

      Stepping out into the large entrance area, I was able to get a better look at it this time, when I wasn’t distracted by Jude’s friends. There was a reception desk on one end of the room, but currently, nobody was sitting behind it. Perfect. I moved up to it cautiously, and as I reached the counter, I spotted just what I had been looking for. A pile of maps. Plans of the compound, with the various names of buildings clearly marked out, along with a useful key chart. I guessed this was management being considerate of their new recruits. I could see how a person could easily get lost. This place was more sprawling than I’d thought it was. Over twenty buildings, I counted in total. This building—the closest to the compound’s main entrance—as well as the next five along from it were marked as residential areas. And then further toward the back of the premises appeared to be the buildings where the IBSI’s main business went on.

      Library. Library. Where is the library?

      I couldn’t spot any building marked library. However, there was one titled “Archives”. That was the closest thing I could spot to what I needed. It was situated centrally, about seven buildings away. I couldn’t even begin to guess how long it would take me to get there. I had no idea what obstacles I might face along the way. I just hoped that, since the Archives was marked on a map specifically meant for new recruits, I wouldn’t need some special permission to get inside. If there was a locked door protecting it, hopefully I would be able to open it with Jude’s thumbprint.

      The sound of clacking heels emanated from the door behind the reception desk. Folding up the map and stuffing it into the pocket of my hoodie, I moved away and turned my back on the desk.

      After putting some space between myself and the reception area, I took out the map again, and examined it for several more moments. I traced out what would be the best route, and then took a right turn toward the exit of the building. But as I tried to open the doors, they were stuck fast.

      “Hey.” A female voice spoke behind me. “What are you doing?”

      My pulse racing, I turned reluctantly to find myself facing a short, plump woman with straight black hair swept up into a tight bun. A receptionist. She was peering at me curiously through brown, horn-rimmed glasses.

      “I just wanted to get some fresh air,” I replied.

      “It’s after hours,” she replied. “Surely you know that.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I know. I guess I was just trying my luck…”

      “You of all people should not be trying your luck,” she retorted disapprovingly.

      Great. She knows about Jude.

      I shuffled away from the door and headed right back to the elevators. Thankfully one was still down on this level, and I didn’t have to wait beneath her glare before stepping inside. I exhaled as the doors slid shut.

      Okay, it seems to be some kind of policy they’ve instituted to not allow people to roam about outside at night. I guessed that was thanks to what Arwen and I had done to Jude.

      This meant a couple of things for me. First, I wouldn’t be able to return to Arwen tonight, even if I did manage to discover information about FOEBA in the next several hours. I would have to wait until the morning and hope they’d open up early. I needed to sneak out as soon as I possibly could.

      Second, this meant I had to figure out another way to the “Archives”. I’d wanted to go the outside route, because I’d figured that it would be easier to avoid people. Now, it looked like I would have no choice but to travel along the corridors and walkways linking one building to the other.

      I returned to the fourth floor, and this time when the doors opened, I headed in the opposite direction from the toilets. The hallway twisted and turned several times, leading me around the building. Eventually, I reached the outer glass wall, where the entrance to a walkway came into view. I was feeling grateful that I had not bumped into anybody yet on this floor, and the walkway remained clear as I began hurrying along—not too fast to arouse suspicion, but not too slow either. I tried to keep the pace of a man in awkward need of the bathroom.

      On reaching the end, I stepped into the second building. I spied a group of people walking up ahead of me, heading the same way I needed to go. I waited until they turned a corner before continuing on my way.

      The rest of the journey passed in a blur of angst and nerves. I had to stop several times, dodge down a small corridor or turn into the doorway of an elevator to avoid bumping into anyone, but, finally, I made it to the building that contained the Archives. As I neared the area that was supposed to hold the entrance, I realized how much I had been sweating. It felt like I—Jude—could do with a hot shower after this.

      Assuming there is an after this…

      I reached a pair of white metallic doors, clamped shut. Above them hung a sign, assuring me that I had found the right place. Archives, it said, in round, modern font.

      My eyes fell to the scanner on the right-hand side. Now for the moment of truth… I pressed Jude’s thumb against the glass and waited. Relief washed over me as I heard a soft click. The doors drew noiselessly open. I lost no time in stepping through the doorway and appeared in… a vast room that fit the exact description of a library. Quite an old-fashioned library, filled to the max with aisle upon aisle of tall wooden bookcases. The room even had that slight musty smell of books. There was also a designated area in the center with about twenty computers lined up in a row. Most importantly, it appeared to be empty.

      As the doors closed silently behind me, I was faced with the prospect of… Where to start? I’d been so preoccupied with getting here, but now that I stood in this room, the task before me felt even more daunting.

      On noticing that the aisles were listed alphabetically, I headed straight to the “F” section.

      FOEBA. FOEBA. FOEBA.

      I scanned shelves, hoping to find a whole section of books beginning with that title. But I couldn’t find even one.

      I breathed out and returned my gaze to the computers. They seemed to be the next logical step. I sat down at one of the least exposed computers and nudged the mouse, which cleared the light gray screensaver. It gave way to a square message in the center of the screen. “Verification,” it read, and beneath it was a red square. I assumed that meant it required another thumbprint to gain access.

      Jude’s thumb did the trick again. The message cleared. Now I had access to a desktop. I fished around until I found the most interesting thing I had seen so far.

      An application titled, “Archive Search.”

      Oh, my. Opening up the application, I realized that it was an entire scanned database of books. I even wondered if all the physical books in this room had been input there. The screen informed me that there were over nine thousand books and documents in total. My fingers were trembling slightly as I moved to type “FOEBA”. Swallowing hard, I hit enter and waited as an hourglass turned over on the screen.

      Maybe there are lots of documents to sift through with this name… Lots of information for me to read, I thought hopefully. After about a minute, the hourglass disappeared and was replaced by a depressingly short message: “No results.”

      Oh, no. What now?

      I was still surrounded by countless books, but it seemed like an utterly hopeless endeavor to even start searching through them.

      My despair was interrupted by an unwelcome noise. The soft click of the entrance doors.

      Cursing beneath my breath, I quickly dropped to the floor. Footsteps sounded on the floorboards. It sounded like a single person. Not wearing heels; either a man or woman wearing flat shoes.

      I crawled around the computer table to try to get a better look at whoever had entered. A wiry man of medium height, with a full head of graying hair. He wore dark pants and a maroon sweater, and was carrying a white cup and saucer in his hands. He approached the “S” aisle and disappeared from view.

      I dared draw in a quiet breath. I had to get out of here and find another bathroom to hide in while I considered what to do next.

      The man’s footsteps died away for several moments, as I guessed he stopped by a bookcase. Then they started again. It sounded like he was moving toward the back of the room. Ducking down low, I crawled down the line of computers, my eyes on the exit. Once I reached the last computer station, I had no more cover. I would have to run the rest of the way. Straightening to Jude’s full height slowly, I began to speed-walk toward the door, but as I reached it, I was frozen by the man’s voice behind me.

      “Who’s that?”

      I turned around with trepidation. The man had spotted me from the end of one of the “T” aisles and was now moving toward me, a book tucked beneath his right arm.

      “Jude?” the man asked, narrowing his eyes. It really did seem like everybody in this place knew Jude. Just my luck.

      “Yes,” I said, seeing no choice but to respond.

      The man had a broad chin and a long, Roman nose, set between perceptive, light brown eyes. Surprise played across his expression as he reached me.

      “What are you doing in here?” he asked.

      “I was planning to turn in early,” I replied, praying that he had not seen the real Jude this evening, “but I couldn’t sleep.”

      This man wasn’t wearing any badge, so I had no way of knowing who he was exactly, or even his name.

      “I see… What were you reading in here?”

      I hesitated, wondering what could possibly happen if I just told him the truth: that I was searching for information about FOEBA. I was sure that Jude would have noticed the name of the folder containing the encrypted files. He would’ve seen that its title was FOEBA. In which case, would there really be any harm in my mentioning it? Seeing that the hours were slipping through my fingers and I was desperate, I decided to throw caution to the wind and just ask him outright. “I’ve been researching, actually,” I replied. “I’ve been wondering what FOEBA is.”

      The man’s response instantly revealed to me that the term was not unfamiliar to him. He didn’t frown or look confused. Rather, he looked back at me, stoic, his eyes serious.

      Then he cleared his throat, and set down his cup on a nearby table. He looked me in the eye and said, “Jude, that is a topic it’s best you don’t pry into.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “It’s classified information, and it’s of no relevance to your work here.”

      “How do you know about it if it’s classified information?”

      The man looked unimpressed. “As a department head, I ought to know.” I wondered which department.

      “But it was obviously of interest to those girls who took me,” I dared go on. “Can you really blame me for being curious as to why they were so keen for me to crack open those files?”

      “No,” he replied. “I can’t blame you, but…” He planted a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it. “I’m telling you for your own good. Don’t pry.”

      It was clear that I had hit a brick wall with him and I didn’t feel comfortable trying to push him any further. He seemed to have deemed that this conversation was over, too.

      Leaving his teacup on the table, he repositioned the book beneath his arm and made a move toward the exit. Then, to my surprise, he stopped and addressed me once more. “I do, however, have a document that I believe might be of interest to you. Wait here and I’ll bring it… Give me five or ten minutes.”

      “Uh, OK,” I barely managed to say before he strode to the doors and exited the Archives.

      My brain started cooking up all kinds of speculations as to what the document could possibly be and why he’d want to show it to me. But in spite of being preoccupied, this time when the doors clicked shut, I couldn’t help but notice something different. Perhaps it was just my imagination, but the clicking of the doors seemed louder as they drew together… More final. I hurried to the door myself, but as I tried to open them—both via the scanner and manually—they wouldn’t budge a fraction.

      My heart skipped a beat.

      He’s locked me in.
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      I continued trying in vain to get out. It was hopeless. Neither Jude’s fingerprints nor brute force would move the doors.

      I began racing around the Archives, looking for some other exit, some kind of back door. I found one near the back aisle that perhaps led into some kind of office. But that too had been locked. It was like the man had triggered some kind of central locking system in the entire place.

      I wished that I could comfort myself with the possibility that he could have somehow locked me in by mistake, but I just couldn’t bring myself to believe it. And, to my horror, my gut instinct turned out to be right.

      When the man returned about ten minutes later and the doors slid open, he wasn’t carrying any book or document. In fact his hands were empty, except for a silver pistol. And by his side were four men. Three of them were tall and muscular—fighters or guards—and carried much heavier-duty guns, and then the fourth man was… Jude.

      The real Jude’s jaw dropped open, and as the group stepped inside the room, I imagined that my own expression was mirroring his.

      Whoever the gray-haired man was in the crimson sweatshirt, he must have seen Jude only recently and known his true location. Of course, there had been no document. He’d just needed me to stay inside the room.

      I staggered back. Turning on my heel, I darted down the nearest aisle.

      “Stop where you are!” one of the guards called as they bolted after me. Would they really shoot me? I was sure they wouldn’t hesitate once they found out that I was a Novak.

      I can’t get caught. I can’t get caught.

      I weaved in and out of aisles, trying to keep my head down low even as I pushed my legs as hard as they could work. But the guards were more adept at this game of cat and mouse than I was. They quickly closed in on me, and I found myself backed up against one corner with their guns aimed directly at my chest.

      Jude and the other man approached behind them. “Who are you?” the latter asked.

      I pursed my lips.

      The guards grabbed me, their hands frightfully strong. Their grips felt like steel as they forced me into handcuffs.

      A spark of fire would really come in handy about now.

      The guards dragged me toward the exit of the Archives. One of them glanced from Jude to the gray-haired man. “How can we be absolutely sure which one is the imposter?” he asked.

      Jude smirked. “That’s seriously a question?” He turned to the gray-haired man. “Mr. Munston,” he addressed him, “if you honestly think that I could be an imposter instead of this person roaming around the library and asking strange questions, you can settle the matter in seconds. Ask me something that only I would know.”

      Great. I already knew that I was doomed.

      “Right,” Mr. Munston said. He faced me. “What was Jude’s exact score in the last test I gave him?”

      I gave in. There was no point even attempting to answer that. Even if by some miracle I got it right, the next question or the question after that would bowl me over. This game was over.

      “Well?” Mr. Munston pressed, his eyes digging into me.

      The guards shook me. “No answer?”

      “Ninety-seven point nine eight percent,” the real Jude answered smugly. “Does that satisfy you?” he asked the guards sourly.

      They nodded. “Certainly.”

      “Then the question remains,” Mr. Munston went on, “who is this imposter exactly? I suppose you won’t answer that, will you?”

      I bit down hard on my lower lip. The least I could do was delay whatever fate they had planned for me.

      “Well, in that case,” Mr. Munston said, “we will have to do some probing.”

      Probing.

      My mouth dried out.

      They hauled me out of the Archives and began marching me along the corridor. We arrived outside the elevators and descended to the ground floor before heading to the neighboring building. Here, we took the elevators up to the highest floor. Stepping out, they pulled me to the door directly opposite the elevators and led me inside. I found myself stepping into what was unmistakably an interrogation chamber. Tinted glass lined an entire wall, while the other three were stark white. A metal table with two uncomfortable-looking chairs on either side of it was installed in the center.

      They dragged me to the chair and pushed me into one of the seats. Mr. Munston sat opposite me. The guards positioned themselves in three corners of the room, while Jude remained outside. Perhaps he would head to the room on the other side of the tinted glass wall. I imagined he took great pleasure in watching me get my comeuppance. Though I guessed I could not really blame him after what we had done to him.

      Another hunter entered the room, carrying an odd, rectangular-shaped machine, to which were strapped several wires. As he planted it down on the table in front of me and began attaching the wires to my chest and fingers, I realized what this was. A lie detector.

      Mr. Munston reached into the pocket of his pants and pulled out a pair of spectacles, which he placed on the bridge of his nose. He pulled the machine closer to him and began tweaking dials and pushing buttons. Then he coughed his throat clear and looked up.

      I am so screwed. If there was one thing I was more hopeless at than cooking, it was lying. I was a horrible, horrible liar.

      “So,” Mr. Munston began, his heavy brows almost meeting as he frowned. “We wish to know who you are, exactly. Since you are not willing to come out with it yourself, I will ask you some questions of my own.”

      There was an excruciatingly long pause as his eyes raked over me.

      “Are you one of the girls who kidnapped and manipulated Jude Webb?”

      I didn’t answer, but if the machine was doing its job, I guessed that it would detect my body’s tense reaction to the question. Mr. Munston nodded, understanding dawning on his face.

      “Interesting,” he said. “Since one of those girls was a witch, and we would have detected her entry into our facility, I can only assume that you are the other girl—the human girl?”

      I was biting my lower lip so hard, it was on the verge of bleeding.

      “The human girl,” he muttered. “Interesting.”

      At least he assumed that I wasn’t supernatural. That was hopefully something that could work to my advantage in this dire situation.

      “I would like to know your surname. I wonder… if you are one of the Novaks themselves, perhaps?”

      Oh, man. This guy was really good at blind guessing.

      His eyes widened as he stared down at the machine. “Hmm.” He watched the apparatus for a moment longer before his eyes lingered on me.

      “Now, I would like to know, why are you so interested in FOEBA? It’s something that appears to be of concern to you.”

      Whether or not Jude had made a copy of all of Georgina’s files was still a mystery to me. He might have been able to figure out how. I didn’t know if these people had read her cryptic journal entry, much less whether they understood whom it was written by, or what exactly it referred to. But one thing I did know was: this man knew what FOEBA was. And it was something he deemed important enough to hide.

      As I considered responding to this question of Mr. Munston’s, I didn’t feel comfortable mentioning Georgina’s name, or Lawrence’s. I didn’t know what the repercussions could be. Instead I said, “I will tell you exactly why I’m interested if you first tell me what the initials stand for.”

      Mr. Munston chuckled. “I don’t think you’re in any position to barter with us, young lady. And I suggest that you reply to my questions when I ask them.”

      I sealed my lips again defiantly.

      He let out a slow breath. “All right,” he said, standing up. He addressed the guards. “I shall go speak to the, uh, authorities about where we ought to take things from here.”

      With that, he left the room without a backward glance at me.

      I clenched my jaw, running my tongue discreetly over the tracker clamped to one of my molars. I thought of Arwen, still waiting on the beach for me. Of course, I was still well within twenty-four hours of my turning into Jude. She wouldn’t have a reason to suspect something might have gone wrong yet. If she had, I was sure that she would’ve risked setting off all the alarms and stormed in anyway. She would still think that I was figuring things out.

      I rested my palms on the table, drumming my fingers nervously over the surface. I glanced at each of the guards who were watching me like hawks.

      “You guys know what it is, don’t you?” I commented. “FOEBA.”

      They stared back at me, unamused. It was hard to tell from their deadpan expressions whether they did or didn’t. If FOEBA really was classified information, as Mr. Munston had said, likely these guards’ positions were too low for them to be let in on the secret.

      I glanced up at the clock above the doorway and watched with increasing intensity as the minutes went by.

      After a quarter of an hour, Mr. Munston returned. He had resolution in his eyes as he approached the table. “Orders are that she is to be transferred.” He addressed the guards while gazing down at me.

      Transferred.

      “Where to?” I croaked.

      “Chicago.”
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      Chicago.

      Oh, my God. That was where Lawrence was supposed to be. Why would they want to take me there? My wishful thinking had me already imagining myself reuniting with Lawrence. But the thought seemed absurd. Why would they want to take me to see Lawrence?

      As the guards detached the lie detector’s wires from me and pulled me to my feet, I demanded to know, “Why? Why Chicago? What do you want with me?”

      And what about Arwen? Will she be able to trace me that far? I had to pray that she would be keeping a close eye on the receiver and would notice me leaving the IBSI’s compound.

      As I continued to demand answers, one of my escorts pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket and stuffed it into my mouth. I almost vomited, not from the force in which he thrust it into my jaws, but from the thought of where that handkerchief had been exactly.

      I refused to move forward, stiffening my legs. That simply prompted the largest of the men to lift me up and haul me over his shoulder. He seemed to be almost a foot taller than Jude, and the extra weight barely slowed him down at all. Then another hunter approached from behind, and I felt something being pulled over my head and tightened. A sack. It was breathable, thank God, being made of fabric, but it was endlessly unnerving being unable to even see where I was going anymore. I felt like an animal. An animal being led to the slaughter.

      Given what my family had done to their people in The Woodlands, I couldn’t help but feel that was exactly what I was.

      [image: ]
* * *

      What felt like half an hour passed as they shunted me around the compound. Then I felt us move outside. A mild breeze touched my skin, and the air became humid.

      By now I had stopped trying to talk. I had managed to spit out the gag a couple of times, but it had only caused one of the guards to stuff it back in.

      I remained still for the moment, trying to use whatever senses I still had available to me—my ears—to gain some idea of where we were heading. We were walking along some kind of flat terrain. Cement, it sounded like.

      Then I heard the roaring of an engine, and the slicing of rotor blades in the air.

      Okay. So they’re transporting me via helicopter.

      I felt myself being lifted up a ramp and into the aircraft. I was carried forward, further inside, and then planted into a seat, where I was firmly strapped down. Still they kept me gagged, the bag tied over my head.

      My lips felt sore and cracked, my throat begging for water. Locks of Jude’s hair had come loose from his ponytail and had stuck against my sweaty forehead. I was beginning to feel beyond claustrophobic.

      I grunted, lifting my feet upward and sensing the back of another seat in front of me. I kicked as hard as I could, once, twice, thrice.

      “Cut it out!” a harsh voice commanded.

      I kicked again, even as I screamed through my gag. I couldn’t care much what the consequences would be of my actions in that moment. I just needed them to get this thing off my head.

      Thankfully, my tantrum worked. Someone approached and removed it. As I gazed upward, that somebody was the tallest guard who had carried me. I cast my eyes around the interior of a large helicopter, filled with rows of seats. But it was empty except for me and the three hunters who’d been guarding me. There was no sign of Jude or Mr. Munston. I guessed they were staying in Hawaii.

      “Stop it,” the guard told me sternly.

      I managed to spit out my gag again. Before he could stoop down and replace it, I pleaded, “Let me breathe, mister! I’ll be quiet and I’ll stop kicking. Just… don’t put that thing back in my mouth.”

      He eyed me suspiciously, but thankfully, he acquiesced. He nudged the handkerchief aside with his foot before taking a seat.

      “Now don’t even think about trying anything,” he muttered.

      I was about to retort, “There’s not exactly anything I could try,” when I realized that something felt a bit different at the back of my mouth. I ran my tongue over my molars.

      The tracker was gone.

      Oh, no. No. No. No!

      Where did it go? I was sure that I hadn’t swallowed it—it would have been painful and I would’ve noticed. It must’ve come out during one of the instances I’d spat out the gag. Had it been the first time, the second time or just now? Even as I tried to remain discreet, I desperately scanned the floor beside my seat. I couldn’t see much from the angle at which I was sitting. I leaned forward, the guard’s eyes following me. I pressed my head gently against the back of the seat in front of me, so that it would look like I was resting. Meanwhile, my eyes strained to spot the small, square-shaped device.

      Still, I couldn’t see it. Perhaps it had slipped into the aisle. It was so small, it could easily have tucked itself away in some nook or cranny.

      I wished that I could pretend to the guards that I thought I had lost a filling, but these hunters weren’t stupid. I bet that the moment they saw the tracker, they would suspect what was up. I had to search for it without them noticing. But most of all, I had to hope that it was in this helicopter that I had lost it… and not back in Hawaii.

      The chopper lifted into the air.

      That tracker is my only hope. It has to be in this helicopter. It just has to.

      I cleared my throat and addressed the nearest guard timidly. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      He heaved a sigh. “Not during takeoff.”

      “Okay,” I said, attempting a calm tone. “How long will I need to wait?”

      He exchanged glances with his colleagues before replying, “A few minutes.”

      I glanced out of the window and watched the IBSI’s sprawling base grow smaller and smaller beneath us. My eyes moved to the shoreline, where Arwen would still be waiting dutifully for me. Poor girl. It killed me to think how worried she would be when I didn’t return. How worried my parents will be.

      Gazing out at the fast-disappearing ground was only increasing my anxiety. I averted my eyes to the inside of the aircraft, specifically toward its front, where I spotted a glowing green sign indicating the toilets.

      Those “few minutes” felt like an eternity but finally, the guard stood up and unstrapped me from the chair. He gripped my arm and pulled me to my feet before leading me into the aisle. My head tilted immediately to the floor as we walked. I tried to slow us down by pretending that I had a limp, but it only got me so far. By the time we passed the seats surrounding mine, I hadn’t spotted the tracker.

      It could be any number of places though. It could have rolled underneath a seat.

      As we reached the toilets, I realized that I did actually need to go. The guard pushed open the door to a toilet, but was showing no signs of removing my handcuffs.

      “Seriously?” I said, widening my eyes at him. “How can I go like this?”

      He looked dispassionately toward his colleagues. “What do you think?” he asked.

      “She’s just a human. Remove them while she goes.”

      Thank you.

      He removed my handcuffs and allowed me to lock myself in the toilet. I tried not to think about what it felt like to pee in a guy’s body, and finished as quickly as I could. Though I did not leave just yet. I stayed in the toilet, staring at Jude’s face in the mirror and trying to calm my nerves.

      The guard didn’t leave me alone for long. He rapped on the door, and I was forced to exit. When he moved to handcuff me again, I said, “My wrists are sore. Give me a break from them for a while.”

      He looked reluctant, but acquiesced. As we began moving back to our seats, my eyes trained on the floor once more, scanning every corner… and then I spotted something glinting beneath the fluorescent lighting. Something square and golden. It was the tracker, rolled beneath one of the seats. I hadn’t seen it on my way to the toilets because it was obscured from that direction. As we arrived within a couple of feet of it, I feigned a fall. I buckled my knees and dropped to the floor, while ensuring that my right hand fell directly on top of the tracker. I balled up my fist, scooping up the device, even as I feigned pain by groaning and cursing.

      The hunter gripped the back of my neck and pulled me upright. I quickly balled my second, empty fist too, so that my right one would not stick out. Returning to our row, I was about to turn into it and sit down when one of the other hunters spoke up from the opposite row.

      “Looks like she just picked something up.”

      I whirled to see the man staring at me, though he addressed his colleague.

      The tallest hunter frowned, his focus immediately fixing on my closed knuckles. I had been planning to reinsert the tracker discreetly once I sat down. But the damn hunter had already seen through me. These men were too sharp.

      Now the tall man grabbed my fists and forced them open, revealing the tiny tracker.

      I struggled uselessly to close my fingers, as though I thought I could still hide the device. He swiped it from my hand and then, to my horror, dropped it to the floor and stomped on it with his heavy boot. When he raised his foot, the device was crushed to pieces.
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      I could hardly bring myself to speak for the rest of the journey. It felt like the hunter had crushed me along with the tracker as he had brought down his heavy boot. Despair ripped at my chest. It was a struggle to even breathe normally.

      That’s it. It’s gone. I am completely on my own now.

      As the hours passed, I thought about my parents and all the crappy situations they had found themselves in. Especially my father. I tried to comfort myself that they had always managed to find a way to pull through them.

      But this… this was really crappy.

      My only solace was the fact that they had not made any move to harm me physically yet. I had to just numb my mind for a bit, shut it down, until I arrived in Chicago. There was no point imagining all the possible worst-case scenarios. What would happen would happen. And I would just have to do the best I could to get out of this mess.

      These were easy words to say to myself. Not so easy to put into practice.

      Since it was a long flight, the hunters preoccupied themselves with watching movies, though they continuously kept an eye on me by glancing in my direction. I lowered my own personal screen and put on headphones. I chose the first movie that was on the list, and though I stared at the screen and turned the volume up, I wasn’t actually listening. But the noise was good. The noise was distracting.

      I practically forgot about the fact that I was due to turn back into myself until it actually started happening toward the end of the last hour of the journey. An overwhelming tingling sensation spread all over my body. The three guards stood up and stared at me as I transformed back into a girl. Jude’s clothes felt loose around me, especially the pants. I had to tighten the belt to stop them from slipping. I shook away the spectacles.

      “Well, well, well,” the tallest guard said. “Now we finally see you… How old are you?”

      I scowled, unwilling to answer any of their questions unless my life was at stake.

      Soon the helicopter started descending. I gazed out of the window but couldn’t see anything. The sky was thick with cloud coverage, and rain splattered against the glass. The chopper rocked a little from a harsh wind. I shuddered just looking at how miserable the weather was outside. I didn’t spot the ground until we were about thirty feet away. And then we landed.

      Once the doors had opened and the ramp extended, I was removed from my seat. The hunters replaced my handcuffs and then dragged me out of the aircraft. Rain, wind and cold engulfed us as we hurried across the large concrete landing strip. We were heading toward a familiar, brown building. One of the many signature oblong constructions that lined the landing strip.

      The hunters led me along a myriad of corridors, through rooms and up elevators, until we arrived in yet another familiar-looking place. It was another interrogation room, with the same tinted glass wall and stark furnishings. Except this one, in addition to the glass, had one of its walls occupied by a wide flat screen. Something told me that it was not a television.

      I couldn’t help but wonder for the hundredth time, Why have they brought me here? If they wanted to punish me, they could have just done it back in Hawaii. Why go to the trouble of bringing me all the way here?

      I was placed in a chair at one end of the bare table and told to wait. The three familiar guards left the room, leaving me with four, wholly unfamiliar ones. The nearest man to me, a guy who was on the shorter side, though with an equally stocky build as the others, smelled unpleasantly of cigarette smoke.

      I was half tempted to strike up a conversation with them, but what would be the point? I didn’t have enough hope left in me by now to think that they were going to give me any answers.

      Then another hunter entered the room—a woman, this time. She had auburn hair cropped in a pixie cut, and she wore a stiff black suit. She had no badge.

      She eyed me coldly before taking a seat at the opposite end of the table. She locked her fingers together, pressing her thumbs against each other. She didn’t even bother to introduce herself. Instead she launched right into business. “So you discovered a thumb drive containing a few dozen files,” she said. Her accent was American, but with a hint of Russian. “Files which you believe are related to FOEBA.”

      News of that thumb drive sure had spread fast through the IBSI’s organization. I guessed that Jude had managed to make a copy of the folder and all its files after all, even if most of the files were broken. This woman, and probably also Mr. Munston, had read that cryptic note by Georgina. Only they should not know it was written by her. Not unless they had known her and were intimately acquainted with the details of her death—then possibly the date would ring a bell, along with the other events she alluded to.

      My brain ramblings were interrupted as she went on, “Since you have arrived earlier than expected, I’m going to start by asking you some questions in advance of your meeting with the chairman.”

      I stared at her, blinking. “The IBSI Chicago’s chairman?”

      “There is only one chairman,” she replied. “The chairman for the entire IBSI.”

      The IBSI has a chairman. Throughout the time I’d spent learning about the IBSI, which was part of preparation for new recruits joining the League, I’d never once learned that a chairman or organization head existed—or even a founder, for that matter. I just thought of the organization as run by a board of people, without any particular person at the top. This was certainly how they portrayed themselves to the outside world—I must have read hundreds of newspaper clippings relating to the IBSI over the years, and not a single one had mentioned a boss. Nobody in The Shade could have known this, either.

      I guessed that I should not have been so surprised though. The IBSI was hardly known for transparent practices. They were a highly secretive organization, and any information they released to the press was always a refined, watered-down version of the actual truth—always twisted in some way to make them seem like heroes.

      “I do recommend that you give me some answers. It might make the meeting run faster,” the woman went on. “Which is in your best interest,” she added. “The chairman has little tolerance for people like you, for reasons I’m sure you can understand.”

      People like me. I smiled sourly at her. I was feeling so worn down by now after the long flight, and all the trauma that I had endured in the past twelve hours, that I felt a surge of recklessness. I was tired of feeling afraid. Of wondering what these people had in store for me next. But I realized that more than anything, I was curious to meet the chairman. Probably out of morbid curiosity. What kind of bastard was in charge of this horror of an organization? I wondered whether it was a man or a woman. Young or old. What was this person’s background?

      More curiously, what had I done to warrant a meeting with such an important person? It only brought me back to the same conclusion: whatever on earth FOEBA stood for, it really was a raw nerve for them.

      As the redhead in front of me asked her first question—“Where did you find that thumb drive?”—I kept my lips firmly sealed.

      She repeated her question several times before moving on to another. “Do you have any idea where the other drive, or drives, are?”

      At this I couldn’t help but ask, “What do you mean?”

      “I’m sure that you read the note contained within the only readable file,” she replied. “It stated ‘backups were left safely’. Backups, in the plural,” she emphasized.

      Oh, my God. I had barely paid any thought to that until now. I guessed I’d just assumed by “backups”, Georgina had meant “backups” of the multiple files themselves, not whole other drives… but this hunter’s interpretation of her wording was extremely interesting. And it made total sense. The files were obviously very important to Georgina. Where else might she have hidden copies? I realized I was now asking myself the exact same question the hunter had just asked me.

      I re-zipped my lips.

      Apparently understanding that she would be wasting her time by asking me again, she breathed in through her nose and blew out slowly.

      “Well, if this is how you want to play it…” She stood up and nodded to the guards. I expected them to approach me, grab my arms, and lead me out of the interrogation chamber to whatever room the chairman was situated in. But they didn’t. Instead, they moved to the wall behind me and switched off the lights before exiting.

      The woman remained. She reached for a remote that lay on a thin ledge beneath the large flatscreen. She pressed one of the buttons, and the screen flickered on.

      As a face materialized on the screen, amidst the backdrop of a dim office filled with rosewood furniture, a gasp escaped my lips.

      It was the face of a man, and although it was half cast in shadow, it took me less than a second to recognize him.

      Triangular jawline. Dusty blond hair. Icy blue irises.

      Atticus.

      Atticus Conway.

      They didn’t bring me to Chicago to see Lawrence.

      They brought me to see his father.
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      “You!” I breathed. “You liar!”

      Atticus gazed back at me through the screen, unamused.

      I felt bowled over by the sheer deceit of this man. All the implications that came with it began crashing down on me.

      He’d sworn to us that he wasn’t a hunter. He’d lied, just like he had lied about his wife.

      As the chairman, he would have known full well about the experiments that were being carried out on his son. Yet he had let it go on. Had Lawrence been forced into it after all?

      Why had Georgina been so afraid of Atticus?

      The female hunter standing next to me cleared her throat. “Sir, in the spare time we had before our appointment, I did start by attempting to ask some questions, hoping that you would have some answers to work from… but she refused to cooperate. I doubt she will answer any of your questions either. So it’s your call what you want to do with her now.”

      Atticus leaned back in his dark brown, high-backed chair and folded his hands together, resting them over his desk.

      “So she refused to clarify where she found the thumb drive?” he asked in a deep, disconcertingly quiet voice.

      “That’s correct,” the woman said.

      “And she also refused to answer whether or not she is aware of other drives?” he went on.

      “Yes, sir,” the huntress replied.

      He reached for a pen and twirled it thoughtfully between his fingers. Then he leaned forward, casually, in his own time, and looked at me directly. The screen was large and crisp, causing his shadowed face to look frightening and intimidating as it filled an entire wall.

      “Since you are unwilling to answer my questions,” Atticus said, “perhaps you have a question of your own to ask me.”

      Huh? I was taken aback by his words. Why would he say that?

      Surprise even registered in the huntress’ eyes.

      One would have thought that, after everything I’d just been through, the first question that would have flown from my lips would be, What the hell is FOEBA?

      But it wasn’t. “Where is Lawrence?” spilled out before I could even think.

      “Ah, Lawrence,” Atticus said, smiling slightly. “He is with us here, in Chicago. Now that we have full access to him again, he is back on course with his treatment and has fully recovered. He is doing well. Very well.”

      I narrowed my eyes on him disbelievingly before firing my next question. “What is FOEBA?”

      Atticus shook his head. “I granted you the courtesy of answering a single question. Now I’ve done that, I think the least you can do is respond to one of mine.”

      I saw where this game was going. An answer for an answer… even if his answers were nothing but a pack of lies.

      “Okay,” I said, swallowing. I could lie, too.

      Almost as soon as I’d had the thought, his eyes turned to the huntress. “Hook her up,” he ordered.

      Oh, crap.

      I’d already guessed what he meant by that long before the huntress exited the room and returned with a familiar rectangular-shaped machine. Another lie detector.

      But this wasn’t fair play. He could detect when I was lying about something, but he had no lie detector strapped to himself. He could feed me a cartload of lies, and I would have no way of knowing… other than the fact that his lips were moving.

      No. This was a game I quickly realized I could not enter. That I would not enter. Given that the guards had left the room and I was alone with this woman, I felt a sudden surge of confidence, however misguided it was.

      All I knew was that I could not let her strap me in to be interrogated. If I started going down that road and refused to answer, I was sure that it was simply a matter of time before they resorted to brute force to extract answers out of me. I knew exactly the kind of man Atticus was, based on the monster of an organization he was maintaining. I wouldn’t be able to get away with not answering to the chief like I had been able to with the more lowly hunters. He wouldn’t hesitate to sear holes through my bones if that was what it took.

      As the woman set the machine down on the table and moved to begin wiring me up, I shot up from my seat and sent my right leg hurtling in the direction of her groin. As my knee met its mark, she groaned and went staggering back.

      “Security!” Atticus roared through the screen.

      It looked like he had pressed some sort of button, and the next thing I knew, the door to the interrogation room burst open. The four guards piled inside.

      I didn’t manage to even make it near the exit before I found myself cornered by the men. Trapped.

      They closed in on me. Being handcuffed, there was an extremely limited number of things that I could do to defend myself. I had only my legs, which I used to the best of my ability. But then one of the hunters—the shortest one, who carried the unpleasant odor of cigarette smoke—launched right at my knees and floored me. His muscular physique made him heavy, and as he crawled over me, pressing my head against the floor and keeping his entire weight on top of me, it was a struggle to breathe.

      My hands still tied, I felt the belt of his pants scrape painfully against my knuckles. I struggled to move them out of the way—further to the right, to avoid direct contact with the harsh metal. As I slid them aside, they brushed against a small object beneath the fabric of the hunter’s right pocket. It felt hard, like plastic…

      The man’s face was situated just by my left ear, and when he opened his mouth to instruct his colleagues to fetch a sedative, his smoky odor intensified.

      Smoke.

      There’s no smoke without fire…

      The small object in his pocket was a lighter. I was sure of it. It felt like just the right size.

      The door opened and footsteps rushed out. From the angle I was being pinned down at, I couldn’t make out who exactly had just left the room. But my focus was fixed on the object. I inched my hands further to the edge of his hips as discreetly as I could, while I made grunting sounds in hopes of distracting him. Once I sensed the opening of his pocket, I wrapped my fingers around its entrance and coaxed out the lighter. In the struggle, the lighter had moved quite close to the exit of the pocket. It came out with little effort.

      By the time the hunter had realized what I was doing, I had already pressed down on the flint wheel. The smallest spark was all that I needed. As soon as I felt the heat against my fingers, I brewed it up into a blaze. The hunters yelped and jolted off me, even as I continued to stoke the flames. Having my hands handcuffed was a most unfortunate position, but I just had to work with what I had. I made the fire billow in front of me and form a barrier as tall and thick as me. This interrogation room was only small. When I directed the flames toward the hunters, they darted for the exit. I hurried after them in a panic. I couldn’t let them lock me in.

      The room was quickly clogging with smoke, but I could see them running in front of me. They slipped out of the door, but before the last guard could disappear, I threw myself against him. We both went tumbling to the floor a couple of feet before the doorway. I managed to scramble up in front of the door before him, having fallen closer to it. I slammed it shut before he could push me aside and leap out, turning my hands so that my palms faced him.

      Still manipulating the fire, I made it die down just a little as I spoke to him with as harsh a voice as I could manage. “Remove my handcuffs!”

      When he didn’t reply but only backed further into a corner, I unleashed more fire. I didn’t mean to burn him—at least not yet. I needed him to get desperate enough to obey my command.

      “Remove them!” I urged again.

      A deafening siren filled the room. Water sprinklers burst into life in the ceiling. I swore beneath my breath. Damn fire alarm. I couldn’t let the fire die out. I didn’t know what had happened to the lighter now. I must have dropped it somewhere.

      I had to concentrate harder to keep the fire going, aggravating it, even against the gushing of water. I had to keep the fire thick and overwhelming. I couldn’t have him shooting at me… though I was sure that he could have already done so. Perhaps he had a reason for holding back.

      Watching me make the flames surge in spite of the water seemed to strike more fear in the hunter’s heart, for he finally replied, “I don’t have any key!”

      Footsteps pounded outside. More hunters were arriving. Then the door burst open. It slammed into the backs of my heels, practically knocking me from my feet.

      I dropped to the floor, keeping my head down low. If I was going to escape this room, I had only a second to do it—just before they started piling in. I threw myself into the first pair of legs venturing forward. The unexpected force of my skull crashing into the person’s knees caused them to trip, allowing me a narrow gap through which to push out and escape the room. There was no water falling from the ceiling in this corridor, and the fire I was wielding quickly grew again. I forced my way through a sea of legs—which wasn’t too difficult considering they hurried to leap away from the flames—and broke free from the crowd. Footsteps thundered after me as I launched toward the nearest set of elevators. I managed to keep them at a far enough distance to reach the elevators and hurry inside of one. I spurted fire until the doors snapped shut before relinquishing it to just a small ball within my palms. Having left the lighter behind, I had to maintain the spark. I pressed the button for the ground floor with the tip of my nose and held my breath as I descended.

      Come on. Come on. Level seven, six, five, four, three, two… and just as I sensed that I was about half a floor away from the ground level, the elevator shuddered to a stop.

      My heart palpitating, I swore beneath my breath. Crap! They’d disabled the elevators. I hurriedly traced the gap between the elevator doors with the fingers on one hand. I curved my fingers into the gap and managed to get a small grip. I pulled roughly to the left. The doors budged only slightly, but at least this gave me hope that they were moveable. I pulled again and again, each time causing the crack to get a little larger, until finally I’d managed to dislodge the left door and force it open. One door was more than enough for me to slide through. I poked my head out to find myself just slightly below the ceiling of the ground floor, where there was a second pair of doors. I slid my legs out until they dangled over the edge. Wedging the ridge of my shoe’s heel into the crack, I managed to coax them open too—enough for me to slide through. Jumping from such a height with my hands handcuffed and juggling fire made me feel petrified. But the fear of the hunters catching me was far greater.

      Without waiting another second, I launched from the elevator floor and through the second pair of doors on the ground level. My knees buckled, but at least I managed to land on my side in the subsequent fall. Painful, but far less so than a face splat.

      I immediately caused the flames to develop around me again as I picked myself up and hurtled down this new corridor. I had to find an exit now. As quickly as I could. But not a main exit, which would be too well guarded. What I needed, ironically, was a fire exit.

      As I ran, I shot flames up toward the ceiling, specifically toward the CCTV cameras. Footsteps pounded on the levels above me, as well as noises coming from a staircase about fifteen feet behind me. Another fire alarm went off, and I found myself once again caught in an indoor shower.

      I hurtled to the end of the corridor and took a left turn. Stretched out before me was another long corridor, but at the end, I spotted the most welcome sight in hours. A single glass door. I sprinted to it and gripped the handle. It was locked. And this glass was clearly thick. Without anything near me that I could use to smash it, I had no hope of getting out this way any time soon.

      I spotted a sign for another set of toilets. I lumbered toward the ladies’ room and stumbled inside just as footsteps began to stampede down the corridor behind me.

      Thankfully the bathrooms were empty at this time… and there were windows, frosted ones, in most of the stalls. I hurried into one of the stalls and locked myself inside. Standing on the toilet seat, I realized how narrow the window was. Worryingly narrow. I wasn’t exactly chubby, but I feared that even my narrow frame might not fit through. I had no choice but to try. Moving the handle downward, I pushed open the window with my head. It was an epic struggle to climb up to the narrow window frame and slide my legs through without my hands—all while keeping my fire going—but desperation had a way of making a person do the impossible. I thrust my legs through the gap. My thighs compressed by either side of the frame, I managed to force them through—no doubt causing bruising in the process—followed by the rest of my body.

      I’d been in such a panic to get out, I had barely even glanced at, or given thought, to where I would land. But my fall was as soft as I could have hoped for. I landed on the roof of a wide plastic trash container, the force of my body denting it. I quickly rolled off and leapt to the ground. I felt slightly dizzy. My eyes darted about. I was in a small compound, filled with trash containers. Although it was daytime, the sky was still gray and gloomy. At least the rain had stopped.

      I ducked down behind the containers, running from one to another, staying hidden behind them until I reached a set of open gates at the end of the enclosure. Hurrying through them, I emerged in a large parking lot, bordered by a solid, high electric fence, topped with barbed wire.

      I looked left and right, bewildered as to which way I should run next. I’d escaped from the building, but how did I escape this compound? The last thing I needed was to hang around here long enough for them to gather…

      As a piercing screech filled the air, my worst fear was realized.

      I gazed up toward the roof of the building I’d just exited and spotted three mutants taking flight. Riding atop of them were three hunters, one of whom had a head of sandy blond hair. Atticus.

      That the chairman would come out himself was more of a shock than seeing the mutants themselves. It betrayed on an even deeper level how disturbed he was by the discovery of Georgina’s files—enough to make him distrust his army of trained hunters to chase me down, thus stepping down from his high throne to do the dirty work himself.

      I leapt beneath a black truck as they began to rain bullets in my direction. Only, I realized as they bounced off the ground that they were not actually bullets. They were darts. Darts drugged with some kind of powerful sedative, no doubt.

      This at least confirmed my conclusion that they did not wish to kill me. Yet. Not before Atticus had completed his interrogation.

      I crawled from one vehicle’s underbelly to the next, trying to get closer to the outskirts of the parking lot. Then, with a dull thud and a nasty scraping of talons against concrete, the mutants landed.

      Oh, no. This is not cool. This is really not cool.

      The mutants closing in around me, I backed up as far as I dared to the humming fence.

      I looked wildly around the compound, hoping to spot some kind of gap in the fence. I spotted the gates—the main exit—but they were all the way on the other side of the lot. I estimated about half a mile away. I would struggle even to run ten feet now that the mutants were so close to me, let alone make it all that way.

      The flames billowing from my palms were the only barrier left now between the mutants and me. A barrier that the monsters weren’t afraid to test. Without warning, one of them thrust its hawk-like head forward, right through my wall of flames. Its beak stopped about five inches away from my nose before withdrawing from the heat. I practically swallowed my tongue.

      As I sensed the mutant was about to encroach again, likely more boldly this time—perhaps even gripping me with its talons—an idea sparked in my brain. A crazy and suicidal idea. But an idea nonetheless. Right now, even a downright insane idea seemed better than just standing here helpless and letting myself be plucked up.

      “Wait!” I yelled out, before doing the unthinkable. I relinquished my fire to a tiny spark in my right palm.

      Atticus and his two companions, still seated atop the mutants, had their guns at the ready. Now that I was so close, I wondered why they didn’t just shoot the sedatives at me, stun me once and for all. But I suspected that I knew the answer to that; they couldn’t interrogate me if I was unconscious. They wanted answers, and they wanted them now. They would do all they could to reclaim me while I was conscious. I had to do all I could to work that to my advantage.

      Atticus tilted his head to one side. “Wait for what?” he asked coolly.

      Balling my right hand into a fist, I let out an exaggeratedly long, deep breath—something that wasn’t exactly hard to do considering that I felt exhausted. I looked directly at Atticus. “Okay! You can wire me up to your damn lie detector and I will answer your questions! J-Just…” I adopted a petrified expression and moved my eyes from one mutant to the other. “Just… keep those things away from me.”

      Atticus frowned, then exchanged glances with his two companions. I half expected him to instruct them to slide to the ground, grab me and bundle me onto one of their mutants… but they were smarter than that. None of them dismounted the mutants. Instead, Atticus instructed the hunter to his right to move forward with his mutant. The next thing I knew, the creature’s talons had closed around my midriff and I was being lifted into the air.

      I had a matter of seconds to pull off what could likely end up being suicide, but I knew that I was doomed anyway. Either I died attempting to escape, or I died a victim in the IBSI’s clutches. I knew which route I would prefer any day, and I knew which my father would’ve taken.

      As the mutants ascended above the top of the solid fence, I didn’t even spare a moment’s attention to gaze out at what was on the other side. I immediately focused all my concentration on welling up a powerful, sudden burst of fire, directly beneath the mutant’s underbelly. The unexpected surge caused the creature to screech and jerk forward—straddling the boundary of the fence.

      Its talons loosened due to the nasty surprise I had given it, and it wasn’t difficult to loosen them even further by shooting up another billow of flames. I worked so fast that neither of the three hunters could react before I freed myself from the mutant’s grasp completely… and began falling.

      I fell backward, narrowly missing the barbed wire, and down toward a moat of murky, black water.
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      I’d thought that it was a moat on first glance, but as the black water engulfed me, a strong current pulled me downward and along. I’d fallen into a river that ran past the IBSI’s base. A river whose bed I was certain would become my deathbed.

      I kicked and struggled to reach the surface, even as the river continued swallowing me deeper. I had the power to manipulate water, but not water of this volume and strength. I was only half-fae, after all. I opened my eyes in an attempt to gauge how much distance had already been created between myself and the surface. I clamped them shut after an instant. An agonizing stinging erupted in my eyeballs. Stinging that water should never cause.

      There was something wrong with this river. Something seriously wrong.

      I couldn’t even bring myself to fear the mutants and hunters anymore. The river was pulling me down and along at such a pace, I wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d already lost track of me by now. I didn’t think they’d planted any tracking device on me while I’d been there… I hadn’t noticed and couldn’t think of when they could have done it. I’d been conscious the whole time.

      The strain of holding my breath was starting to take its toll on my lungs. How much longer did I have before they collapsed? How much time had passed already?

      My feet banged against rocks as they scraped across what I could only assume was the riverbed. My cheeks, bloated like a puffer fish, felt close to bursting. I was horrifyingly tempted to open my mouth and draw in water. My brain was beginning to pound.

      It would be a lot easier to just give in to my fate by now. But the fighter within me was still alive, in spite of my rapidly dimming mental faculties.

      There’s got to be something I can cling on to. The edge of the river. The bank. I need to push myself toward the bank.

      I propelled myself with all the strength that remained in my legs toward where I figured the bank must be. Slowly but steadily, I inched myself away from the center of the rapids. I guessed that I must be drawing near the edge about now—the river hadn’t looked all that wide during the few seconds I’d had to glimpse it in my fall. I was just preparing myself to flip around and begin using my hands to feel for some crag, perhaps even a protruding tree root, that I could gain a grip on… when my head banged against something hard.

      Too hard.

      Although I was so sure that I’d managed to reach within inches of the bank, my body wouldn’t allow me to continue. A heavy fog descended on my brain, and all went black… blacker than the water surrounding me.
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      After returning to the small uninhabited islet that held the portal to the ogres’ realm, all of us gathered as many weapons as we could carry. Then, leaving Kyle with Nightshade, we piled in through the gate and returned to the ogres’ beach.

      Here, our dragons shifted and we climbed atop their backs. The witches cast an invisibility spell over all of us and then we launched into the air. As we rose above the towering walls that encircled the ogres’ kingdom, I gazed over it, glimpsing their mountainous residences. And then my eyes moved beyond, to the mountain range in the distance, where we had previously spotted IBSI’s base glinting in the sunlight. The buildings did not glint this time, for the sky was overcast today. They were not difficult to find again, however. The dragons gathered speed.

      “Weren’t there vehicles outside last time?” Sofia asked, her voice loud in my ear as she sat behind me, gripping my waist.

      I paused, furrowing my brows. The empty parking lot caught my attention for the first time. “I’m sure that there were,” I muttered.

      “Perhaps they’re out,” Xavier suggested, riding with my sister on the dragon next to us.

      “Out where?” I wondered.

      “There must be some inside,” Rose said. “They wouldn’t all just abandon base at once, surely…”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” I said. Though, that being said, by now they must have received communication about what we had done to their people in The Woodlands. Perhaps, just perhaps they had already abandoned their base here as a precaution. If that really was the case then our visit to this realm would be far shorter than we had intended.

      We reached the base and hovered directly over it.

      “Ben and I will go down and see what’s up,” Lucas said, gliding off the dragon he’d been riding, along with Ben. I nodded and watched as my brother and son left our protective covering. They drifted down to the ground, where they disappeared into one of the buildings.

      We waited tensely for their return, even as we continued to ponder whether the hunters truly would have simply left.

      About twenty minutes later, Lucas and Ben returned.

      “Nobody was around at all,” Lucas said, looking surprised.

      “Not a single person?” Sofia asked, disbelieving.

      “Not that we could find,” Ben replied. “We even checked the toilets.”

      “Hm,” I muttered. “Curious. Curious, indeed.”

      “We ought to check with the ogres themselves,” Vivienne suggested. “They should know better than us what’s been going on around here.”

      “I agree,” I said, nodding to my twin. “Dragons,” I spoke up. “Most of you I believe are familiar with this realm and its inhabitants.” Familiar, to say the least. This realm was the dragons’ favorite stopover for food. I doubted that there was a single dragon within The Hearthlands who hadn’t visited this place at some point to grab a snack. “How do you suggest we approach them?” I was going to suggest perhaps Lucas and Ben, or one of our witches, swooping down to search for somebody to interrogate when Jeriad replied as though he’d read my thoughts.

      “They don’t respond well to witches or subtle beings, in my experience.”

      “I can vouch for that,” Mona said darkly, reminding me that she had spent a span of time in this realm, too, when she’d been on the run from Rhys.

      “On the other hand,” Jeriad went on, “us dragons have a way of getting through to them fairly quickly…”

      I rolled my eyes, hoping that this wasn’t some kind of covert excuse for a snack. “All right, Jeriad,” I conceded. “You know I trust your judgment.” Even when it does become clouded by your appetite.

      There were murmurs of agreement from other dragons, and then they all took a dive, soaring us down amidst the mountains, toward the ominous-looking palace that I believed was the home of the ogre royal family.

      Of course, we were making the assumption that they still lived here and that they hadn’t already been wiped out by the hunters. But would the IBSI really want to wipe out the ogres? I doubted it. There would be nothing left here to control if they did. Just a piece of land. As had obviously been their primary objective in The Woodlands, they were here to manipulate and lord over rather than eradicate.

      I couldn’t help but steal a glance at my daughter as we came within a few feet of the ground. She’d had some rather nasty experiences in this realm after being kidnapped by Anselm Raskid, the ogre prince at the time. Perhaps he was the king now. Rose was brave to be willing to come here again after that trauma.

      Still invisible, we touched down in a clearing before a pair of thick oaken doors whose surface was lined with metal spikes. Not exactly the type of door that you could knock on, though I was certain that the dragons had no intention of knocking.

      With a mighty swish of his tail, Jeriad whacked the door. The spikes had no effect whatsoever on his armored hide. But the doors were damaged after a single strike, enough for him to push them open with ease. Through them was some kind of dark hallway that was certainly too small for a dragon to walk down unless they shifted into their humanoid forms.

      But again, I was certain that the dragons had no intention of doing that.

      Jeriad let out a mighty roar, and the other dragons followed suit, until the noise they were generating actually became painful to my sensitive ears.

      “Come out, ogres!” Jeriad bellowed. “Lest you desire for us to come in!”

      We waited with bated breath. But there came no response.

      “We wish to speak with only one of you,” Jeriad roared again. “And then we shall leave you alone!”

      Lucas rolled his eyes and sauntered to the entrance. “You seriously think that is going to lure one out?” he muttered. “If anything, it’s going to make them hell-bent on staying inside and hiding. Which they should do, if even a speck of brain matter lurks within their bulbous heads…” He cast a glance at me. “I’m going to have a look around.”

      Without waiting for my response, or even for Ben or Kailyn’s offer to accompany him, he disappeared through the dark entrance.

      “I hope your brother knows what he’s doing,” Jeriad said, eyeing me.

      I scowled. “I can assure you that he doesn’t.”
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      I was by no means an expert on ogres—I hardly knew anything about them except for what I had gleaned from Bella and Brett, the lumbering, yet good-natured couple living with us back in The Shade. But I had enough common sense to suspect that the dragons’ approach was rather moronic, to say the least. Common sense that seemed to have escaped my dear baby brother in that moment… Yes, Derek would always be my younger brother, even if he had spent some years as a human while Ben and River were kids to catch up with my age physically. (I had spent more years alive than him—in one form or another—and there was no argument that he could come up with to change this fact.)

      The tunnel was long and dark as it wound round and around in dizzyingly sharp turns. This was the first time I had ever set foot inside the ogres’ residential area, let alone the royal palace. I guessed that I had to reach the other end of the tunnel soon, but for now, I didn’t bother assuming my subtle form. I would see and hear if any of the big oafs came blundering my way along this narrow tunnel.

      When the tunnel finally came to an end, I emerged in a circular chamber with a high, cavernous ceiling. It was dimly lit by a single lantern burning in a steel bracket in one corner. Directly across the room from me was another doorway… though no door hung from its hinges. I approached and examined it. It looked like the door had been ripped off.

      Hm.

      I strolled through the doorway to find myself in yet another corridor. I heaved a sigh, looking left and right and wondering which way to turn. I ended up opting for the direction with more lanterns lining the walls. Even after all these years of having escaped The Underworld, I still shied away from the dark. I suspected that my treehouse in The Shade contained almost twice as many floor lamps as those surrounding me.

      My footsteps echoed eerily off the walls. I strained to pick up even the slightest sound. Right now, all I could hear was the occasional drip-drop of water.

      Could the IBSI really have emptied out this place, too? What would they have done with all the ogres? The royal family? Would they have killed them, after all?

      If indeed the hunters had stormed this royal palace already, their first destination ought to have been the dungeons where the humans were kept. Men and women imprisoned for the sole purpose of providing the royal family with their favorite delicacy—the flesh of human babies.

      I smiled bitterly to myself. Somehow, I doubted that even the lives of those newborns came close to the top of the IBSI’s list of priorities. The League had witnessed too many times the lack of value they placed on even their fellow humans’ lives.

      I continued wandering down this new tunnel for a bit, coming across more doorways on the left and right. I peered inside each of them only to find more dim, empty chambers—some of them pitch black, with no lanterns at all. I used my skill of fire manipulation to emanate firelight into these darkened rooms.

      The fact that there were still burning lanterns in this place was interesting to me. If indeed this place was empty, it could not have been deserted long ago. Then again, I didn’t know how long these lanterns were supposed to last. If the wicks were long and burned slowly, I supposed that they could survive for days, maybe even weeks… Meh. I wasn’t a candle expert.

      As I’d just about had enough of exploring this floor, I arrived at a narrow stairwell. I immediately ventured down it. I wanted to check out the dungeons to see whether they were empty, too.

      I hurried down countless stone stairs until they gave way to a floor, and a small passageway, which contained another wooden door. This door’s handle was stiff, however. Rather than wasting time forcing it open, I took the easier option and assumed a subtle state so that I could pass through it. But I immediately resumed my solid form on arriving on the other side. Even more so than Ben, I never took the ability to possess a physical form for granted, and always chose to remain solid whenever I possibly could. Almost two decades of being a ghost had a way of doing that to you…

      I moved through another empty chamber, and then another, and another, until I eventually arrived somewhere a bit more interesting. A lot more interesting. As I passed through perhaps the tenth door since leaving the stairwell, I found myself in a much larger chamber—more like a vast hall. It was filled with row upon row of metal cages, and a disgusting stench lingered in the air. All the cages were empty, and I could not spot any sign of life, but surely this had to be a dungeon where humans had been stored. Perhaps the hunters had evacuated them after all and returned them to Earth.

      I moved along the rows of cells, peering through the bars. I soon wished that I hadn’t. The sight within them was sickening. And it certainly explained the smell. I wasn’t sure when they had last been cleaned, but whoever had been in charge of hygiene in this place should have been fired. The floors were littered with excrement and other bodily fluids that I preferred not to wonder about.

      It was all I could do to keep myself from gagging, but I continued through the dungeon until I reached the other side, where I came upon another door. Opening it, I arrived in a dungeon almost identical in size and very similar in odor. I roamed around this one for a while before I could take it no longer. I decided to retrace my steps and continue exploring the higher levels of the palace.

      But then I heard it.

      Soft at first, and then unmistakable.

      The crying of an infant…

      It sounded like it was coming from behind me, from behind the wall that lined the back of this dungeon. Was there another dungeon there? Truth be told, I had not searched this dungeon as thoroughly as I had the previous one, because the stench was starting to give me a headache. Now, I forced myself to turn on my heel and scan the wall carefully. Indeed, there was another door here. But when I hurried to it and pulled it open, it didn’t lead to another dungeon. It led to a room a fraction of its size… what appeared to be a storage room.

      It was filled almost entirely with heaps of tattered blankets. I gazed around for the source of the noise. It was emanating from the back somewhere… I leapt onto the piles and crawled over them. Right at the back of the room, against the wall and lying atop the blankets, was a sleeping young woman—I would speculate in her early twenties—and an infant. A very young one. I would have been surprised if it was older than a week. It was wrapped up in a small worn blanket. The woman had brown hair streaked with the occasional blonde highlight, and her skin was sickly pale, as though the sun hadn’t touched it in months. Her brows—on the thick side—were close to each other in a frown. She wore a torn dress and was half covered by a blanket. One of her arms was outstretched, loosely surrounding the crying baby, while the other rested over her abdomen.

      For her to be unable to hear the baby’s crying, I could only think that she was indeed unconscious. As I moved closer still, she was terribly thin. I wondered when she’d last eaten.

      “Excuse me.” I spoke up, loud enough, I hoped, to be audible to her through the infant’s crying, but not too loud in case there were still ogres around somewhere.

      She didn’t budge. I crept closer and reached for her neck to check for a pulse. It was present, but worryingly weak. I clutched her narrow shoulders and shook her slightly. Still, she didn’t move. I could only assume now that she was indeed unconscious.

      After casting a fleeting glance over my shoulder toward the door, I folded the blanket more tightly around the infant and picked it up gently. I couldn’t tell whether it was a girl or a boy. I laid it along one of my arms and held it close to my chest. I had no experience with babies—honestly, little people had never been much of an interest to me—but I had watched mothers nursing their young before, my sister included. I rocked the baby gently in one arm while maintaining a firm hold of it. Then I turned my attention on the woman. She was not heavy as I moved to slide one arm beneath her. I secured her over one shoulder in a fireman’s lift while keeping my free arm around her in support.

      The baby was still crying, but more intermittently now. It seemed to be distracted by me as it gazed up at me through sky-blue eyes.

      I climbed back over the mound of blankets with the two of them and arrived at the door. Emerging back in the dungeon, I forgot all about the rest of my exploration in this palace and immediately raced to the exit.
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      I wasn’t quite sure what to expect on Lucas’s return—assuming that he would return—but I certainly didn’t expect him to emerge from the tunnel carrying a newborn baby and a young human woman slung over one shoulder. He appeared quite out of breath as he hurried to lay them both down on a patch of soft grass.

      “What in the world?” Sofia gasped as we hurried toward them. She immediately lowered to the baby and scooped it up in her arms, while the rest of us all hovered over Lucas and the woman.

      “What happ—” I couldn’t even finish my question before Lucas’s gaze shot up toward Corrine and Ibrahim.

      “You need to fix her,” he informed them. “I don’t know what happened to her exactly—I found her in a storage room within one of the dungeons—but she’s unconscious and malnourished.”

      Corrine and Ibrahim knelt beside the young woman. The witch placed a palm over the human’s forehead and began to mutter an incantation beneath their breath.

      Lucas remained kneeling a couple of feet away watching the witch work.

      “What else did you find in there?” I asked my brother.

      “Nothing,” he replied, tearing his eyes away from the woman for just a moment to glance up at me. “I found nothing and nobody at all except for this woman and her child. It seems that the ogres abandoned the palace…” He paused. “That said, I didn’t explore the whole place. There could be other pockets in this palace where humans are still living, maybe even some ogres. You should go back and finish the search.”

      Lucas had apparently already decided that he was going to stay here with the woman and the witches to wait and watch until she was healed. A group of others opted to stay behind, too, including Ashley, Claudia and River.

      I turned to the rest of the League. “We should do as my brother suggests,” I said, before addressing the dragons. “Will you come with us?”

      Jeriad nodded. All the dragons went around the side of the castle to shift and change into a spare set of clothes they had brought with them before returning to us.

      “I’m going to stay here too, Derek,” Sofia said, glancing down at the baby in her arms.

      I nodded. Casting one last glance at the unconscious woman, I led the rest of our group into the dark tunnel entrance of the castle.
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      Gradually, thanks to Ibrahim and Corrine’s expertise, the young woman began to show signs of coming to. Her frown smoothed and her eyelids flickered slightly. Then her pattern of breathing changed; previously slow and steady, it became more fast-paced and erratic until her eyes finally shot open, revealing not a sparkling blue color like her child’s, but a hazel brown. She looked quite different with her eyes open. Large and rimmed with thick lashes, they brought the rest of her features to life—her oval face framed by full, natural brows, her symmetrical cheekbones, a small, pert nose, and heart-shaped lips. She looked younger somehow. Too young to have been through this kind of trauma.

      She appeared to be in a daze at first, her eyes unfocused. Then she sat bolt upright, panic lighting up her face. Her lips parted and when she spoke, it was in fluid French.

      She gazed at the two people nearest her, Corrine and Ibrahim, and then to Sofia, who was standing with her child. She appeared to be quite oblivious to everybody else after spotting her baby—she struggled to rise to her feet, but she was too weak and immediately sank down.

      Sofia lowered and handed the baby to her. The woman clutched it to her chest and, covering her neckline with the baby’s blankets, began to breastfeed the child.

      “Vous êtes française!” The familiar voice of Claudia spoke behind me. I knew just about enough French to figure out that Claudia was asking if the woman was French. The short blonde vampire jostled to the front of the group to get a better look at the woman.

      “Oui!” the woman exclaimed. Her shock at finding herself surrounded by a group of strangers gave way to a look of relief to see somebody who spoke her language. Claudia knelt beside her and held her hand before continuing to speak in French—I quickly lost track of what they were saying.

      Claudia looked up at us and explained, “She is from Nantes, France. A single mother, she had been visiting family in Quebec when the ogres captured her. She was pregnant and gave birth just, like, a week ago—she says she can’t remember exactly.”

      “How did she end up in that storage room?” I asked, and as I spoke, the woman’s eyes met mine for the first time. She looked like she was bursting with just as many questions as we were.

      “Apparently, the ogres called for a hurried evacuation,” Claudia replied. “She didn’t understand why, but they began taking the humans from the cells and herding them out of the dungeons. She said that it was all very disorganized and confusing, but amidst the chaos she managed to slip into the storage room where she remained hiding.”

      Claudia turned back to the woman and asked what her name was—one of the few complete basic French phrases I understood.

      “Marion,” the woman replied, her eyes darting to each of us. She still appeared unnerved by us strangers. “Marion Dupont.”

      Marion.

      “Does Marion speak any English at all?” I wondered.

      Claudia was about to translate when Marion addressed me directly. “I u-understand little,” she stammered. “But speaking is… uh… not good.”

      I nodded. “I see.”

      Then she turned to Claudia again and asked her a question. Claudia’s eyes shifted to me and she jerked a finger in my direction.

      “What?” I asked her.

      “Marion asked who saved her,” Claudia replied with a small smile.

      As my eyes returned to Marion, she was looking at me again. But this time, her expression was quite different. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. She eyed me with such heartfelt gratitude that it almost knocked the breath out of me. She reached up a frail hand, I supposed for me to take. I returned the gesture, extending my right hand to her. She grasped it and immediately pulled me downward. Then as she came within reach of my shirt, without warning, she gripped it and pulled me closer. The next thing I knew, her full lips were pressing passionately against the sides of my face, first one then the other.

      I wished that I could control the heat rising to my cheeks.

      “Thank you,” Marion breathed. “You save me and my girl.”

      I glanced down at the baby, finally pacified against her mother’s breast. So it was a girl. Somehow, she had looked a little too pretty to be a boy.

      “Now,” Corrine interrupted before I could respond to Marion—not that there really was anything for me to respond with other than a lame, “You’re welcome.” “We ought to take Marion back to The Shade,” Corrine went on. “She’s not going to last much longer without some proper nourishment, and the baby could also use some medical attention.”

      Marion was still gazing up at me through her large, pretty hazel eyes, even as Claudia began to speak to her in French. I guessed the vampire was now explaining to her what they planned to do next. Then Corrine lowered to Marion and reached an arm around her waist. She helped her stand.

      “Claudia, why don’t you come back with us?” Corrine suggested. “It will be useful to have a translator.”

      Claudia was more than happy to oblige. I supposed it was a treat for her to find somebody she could speak her mother tongue with.

      Marion’s eye contact finally broke from me, as the three women along with the baby vanished from the spot.

      The rest of us stood gazing at the patch of grass where they had disappeared for a few seconds. Then Sofia cleared her throat and faced me. She planted a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it. “That was good of you, Lucas,” she remarked.

      I grimaced at my sister-in-law. “What?”

      “Well, you know, saving her and all…”

      I shrugged her off. “It’s what anyone with a heartbeat would’ve done.”

      “I know,” Sofia replied. A smile curved her lips. “I suppose it’s just nice to be reminded every so often that you still have one.”

      I rolled my eyes as amusement flashed in Sofia’s emerald-green irises. Amusement about what, I wasn’t sure… until Ashley nudged me in the shoulder and informed me with an even broader grin, “Lucas, you’re still blushing, you know.”

      Mortified, I swiveled to turn my back on her. I was suddenly glad that Jeramiah had stayed back home on this particular mission.

      “Shut it, Ashley,” I grunted.
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      We wound deeper and deeper into the ogres’ royal palace. A palace seemed like an odd description for it, though. It struck me as more of a network of dungeons connected by long, dim tunnels.

      We headed down a stairwell and, on arriving at the bottom, we discovered filthy halls where humans must’ve been kept. One of these was where Lucas had found the mother and child.

      We searched all the cells in the prisons, as well as any adjoining rooms or storage cupboards. But we found no more humans.

      We headed back up to the higher floors and began trying to move through the palace systematically. This was quite a feat, considering that it was so huge and none of us knew where the heck we were going. When Rose had been held captive in this place, she’d only witnessed a small section of the palace, and most of the chambers and corridors we passed were just as new to her as they were to the rest of us.

      As we climbed higher up the palace levels, however, we finally heard something of interest. The sound of… snoring. It was emanating from one of the rooms at the end of the corridor we were standing in. We hurried forward. Jeriad and Ridan reached the door first. The two dragons kicked it down. We moved inside to discover a rather beautiful apartment. This must’ve belonged to one of the royals… But the ogre who lay in the master bedroom, splayed out in the center of a large queen-sized bed, certainly looked anything but royal.

      It was a male ogre, lying flat on his back, his jaw hanging open as he snored like there was no tomorrow. Even the noise of the dragons bursting through the door hadn’t been enough to wake him up. Only when they gripped him and began to shake violently did he splutter and wake up.

      His dazed eyes gazed at each of us in alarm before he let out a bellow and attempted to charge for the door. Aisha stalled him mid run, and his limbs froze.

      I moved in front of him, and glared up at him. “Identify yourself,” I demanded.

      Panic shone in his eyes. “Rander Bunkdell is my name,” he stuttered, unleashing a breeze of his rancid breath. Coughing, I took a step back. “Guard to the gates of the palace,” Rander added.

      “What happened here?” I asked.

      “Hunters came,” he replied. “We spotted them setting up nearby, in the mountains. The king ordered that we abandon the palace and flee to our emergency hideout.”

      I exchanged glances with Xavier. “And where exactly is the hideout?” I asked the ogre.

      “I cannot tell you that!” Rander exclaimed. “I would never betray my king.”

      “If you are loyal to your king,” my son interjected before I could respond, “what are you doing sleeping here? How did you escape the hunters? Didn’t they come to storm this place?”

      “They did,” the ogre informed us. “They did storm the palace, but the ogres stole away with our supply of humans during the dead of night, just in time to miss them.”

      “Again,” Ben said, “what are you doing here, then?”

      A touch of red showed in Rander’s muddy brown cheeks. “I had… um… fallen asleep in some bushes… outside in the courtyard, as we were making preparations to leave. An accident, I assure you.”

      I rolled my eyes internally. “I see… Ogre, I am Derek Novak, of The Shade. These are my people and we are not here to harm your king. We are here for the hunters.” And to free the poor humans you still have holed up in this realm while we’re at it. “You must inform me where the hideout is, because that is most certainly where the hunters have headed. They are no longer in their base, in case you weren’t aware… I’m sure that they have means and technology to pick up on the tracks of your kind.”

      The ogre still looked at us, untrusting.

      “Do I need to ask my dragons to deal with you?” I asked him, glaring at him.

      Rander eyed the dragons and gulped.

      “Believe me, ogre. It is in your interest to trust our king,” Jeriad threatened.

      As Jeriad took a step forward with his fellow fire-breathers, even in their humanoid forms, the ogre broke out in a sweat.

      “All right!” he exclaimed, as they neared within a couple of feet from him. “I will lead you there.”

      “How far away is it from here?” Jeriad asked.

      “That depends on how you travel,” Rander replied hoarsely.

      “If one traveled on the back of a dragon…” Jeriad said tersely.

      Rander swallowed. “Then, uh, not long… I suppose.”

      “Describe the hideout to me, Rander,” I commanded.

      “It is a secret bunker,” he replied, “hidden deep beneath a lake, on the furthermost northern tip of The Trunchlands.”

      The Trunchlands.

      I felt taken aback by the name. After all these years, I realized that I’d never known the official name of the ogres’ kingdom. We’d always simply referred to it among ourselves as the ogres’ realm, or kingdom, and I hadn’t really thought anything of it. The Trunchlands, however, was an odd, yet fitting name for this place.

      “Right,” I said, clenching my jaw. “Can you confirm the identity of your king for me?” I asked the ogre.

      “King Anselm Raskid,” Rander replied.

      So the prince has come to rule by now… I didn’t miss Rose shifting uncomfortably on her feet.

      “You can release Rander now,” I told Aisha, who cast the ogre a stern glare. “He would be very stupid to try anything,” I added.

      Rander grunted as Aisha gave him use of his limbs again. He huddled back from the dragons. Jeriad and Ridan, although shorter than the ogre in their humanoid forms, stepped forward and gripped his arms. He didn’t attempt to struggle as we escorted him back out of the palace and returned to the glade where we had left the others. The woman and her baby, along with Corrine and Claudia, were absent.

      “We sent Marion—the woman—and her girl back to the island,” Sofia explained, moving to me. She paused as her eyes fell on the ogre. “What’s going on?”

      “Rander here,” I said, introducing the ogre, “is going to show us where to find the hiding spot of the royal family… What’s the bet that the hunters will already be there?” I added grimly, glancing around at the rest of our group.

      “A hundred gold coins,” Jeriad muttered.

      Nobody betted to the contrary.
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      Even though my instinct told me that the hunters would have discovered the royals’ hideout already, a part of me was still surprised when, on approaching the area on the dragons’ backs, we spotted at least two dozen tanks stationed around the lake. Hunters were milling back and forth from the tanks and a large crater in the ground right at the border of the lake. They had caught on to their location with their tracking technology and blown open the roof to the shelter, by the looks of it.

      After what had happened in The Woodlands only a matter of days ago, had these hunters really not been warned that we could show up?

      Sofia was having the same thought as me. “Somehow, they haven’t been told,” she said. “Perhaps their communications channels have been down, or failed… or something. I can’t bring myself to believe that they would not retreat at least temporarily to figure out a strategy should we strike again.”

      We didn’t know exactly how the IBSI managed to communicate with their headquarters on Earth. I highly doubted they had managed to develop inter-dimensional communication technology. Not even our witches had figured that out for us. I guessed they relied on messages being carried physically, back and forth, and no messenger had reached them yet…

      Whatever the case, they were here.

      I ordered the witches to make us invisible as we moved closer. They did so instantly. We couldn’t have the hunters spotting us and being warned of our arrival.

      Rander was still behaving himself. Sitting atop Ridan—just feet away from the dragon’s deadly jaws—he had given very clear directions as to how to get here. He’d been unusually polite for an ogre, too.

      Rather than immediately touch down by the lake with all our people and weapons, Aiden suggested that we land on a nearby cliff first, which afforded us a good view of the area. It would be wise initially to study the hunters’ movements, figure out what kind of weapons they held in those tanks, as well as what, exactly, they were doing here. But more importantly, we had to figure out where the humans were. Unlike the IBSI, innocent human casualties were not something that we tolerated.

      So the dragons soared us to the cliff and landed. Aisha and Horatio kept a watch on Rander as we all slid to the ground.

      “At least one of us fae should go in and take a look around,” Lucas muttered. “I guess I’ll go again…”

      “I’ll come with you, Uncle,” Ben offered, before Kailyn also stepped forward.

      As they were on the verge of thinning themselves to fly down, I said to them, “Try to locate the ogre king while you’re down there. And bring him here, if you can slip away with him unnoticed.”

      They nodded, their jaws set in determination. Then they hurried off, leaving us to wait.
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* * *

      They were gone a lot longer than I was comfortable with. Hours, in fact. It wasn’t until nightfall that they returned… without the king, at that.

      “Sorry we were so long,” Ben said, addressing us all as he arrived at River’s side and kissed her cheek. “The hunters have managed to take all the ogres hostage, chained them up inside. The place is actually huge—much more than just a bunker. It’s a sprawling network of them. Took us a while just to locate and search each of them.”

      “We also got lost, thanks to one of Lucas’ bright ideas,” Kailyn muttered.

      Lucas rolled his eyes.

      “Anyway,” Ben went on, “we didn’t find any humans. I can only guess that the hunters have taken them away already. No idea where. That’s something we’ll have to consider later. But the good news is that we located Anselm and his family. Bad news is they’re being guarded closely. We could have tried to sneak him away, but there was no way to do it without alerting the hunters. We waited to see if we would find an opportunity, but so far, no.”

      “Hm,” I muttered. Knowing that there were no humans down there was at least one load off my mind. Now the only casualties would be ogres and hunters—neither of whom were high up on our friends list.

      But before directing our efforts in an attack, I needed to make sure that we would get something in return for it. That was why I had to speak to the king first.

      “We’ve got to find a way to get Anselm out,” I said.

      “We could cause a distraction,” Aisha suggested with a casual shrug.

      I turned to the jinni. “What exactly are you thinking?” I asked.

      “I have a few ideas,” she replied, a dark sparkle in her eyes.

      “What’s your best one?” Aiden asked, impatient.

      An evil smile curved Aisha’s lips. “Well, I suppose that Horatio and I could give them all a spot of… incontinence?”

      Everyone snorted.

      “How do you propose to do that?” I asked.

      Grabbing her husband’s hand, Aisha was already moving with him to the edge of the cliff. “Leave such details to us, King Derek…”
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* * *

      Less than an hour later, hunters began rushing for their vehicles. However Aisha and Horatio managed to pull it off, it was working. I wasn’t sure what the hunters were thinking—how they thought the same symptom had all hit them at once. Surely it should have aroused suspicions in their minds, but by the looks of it, at the moment all they could think about was relieving themselves.

      The toilets they had in their vehicles must have filled up fast, because hunters began hurrying into the woods with such urgency, one would’ve thought that a pack of ravenous wolves were after them.

      “Well, trust Aisha to do this right,” Ben muttered.

      About five minutes later, Horatio and Aisha reappeared on the cliff, and beside them was a tall man with rough, leathery skin, yet characteristics that were completely distinct from regular ogres. His facial features were more humanoid: straight, sharp, noble even. Yet there was still something unmistakably beastly about his demeanor.

      Horatio and Aisha had his arms locked firmly behind his back as they pushed him to his knees before me. His gleaming eyes were wide in shock as he gazed at each of us, especially as they raked over Rose. They bulged in recognition. From the look on my daughter’s face, she wanted to poke him in the eyes, but sufficed by glaring daggers at him, even as her grip tightened around Caleb’s arm.

      I gazed down at the ogre, who, as I recalled what he had done to my daughter and countless others, quite frankly ought to be hanged. God knew he deserved that and more for all the atrocities he had committed.

      But we needed him for something greater than that now.

      “I’ll get to the point, ogre,” I said, omitting any formal titles. “I am Derek Novak, King of The Shade. I’m sure you’ve heard of me. We have the knowledge and means to rid your land of these hunters, and will begin work immediately, if you agree to a deal with us.”

      “What deal?” Anselm croaked. I couldn’t miss the desperation in his eyes.

      “We will vanquish these hunters, and in return you must agree to ban stealing humans from Earth, and quit causing trouble there entirely. These things you must do immediately. You must also agree to work to enforce this law on any disobedient ogres—exactly when you’ll pull off the latter, I will inform you,” I added, since timing would be extremely important in our grander, overall plan.

      Anselm looked quite gutted, most likely at the thought of renouncing tender human flesh. He even paused to consider my proposal for a couple of minutes. But I already knew that he was too desperate to refuse. He looked up at me and said, “If you save my family, and the rest of my people, then I agree to your terms.”

      Of course, he could’ve been lying through his teeth. He probably was. But that wouldn’t help him. We had dragons on our side—and he knew that. If he went back on his word, we would be sure to cause much greater problems for The Trunchlands than the IBSI.

      I reached down and gripped his hand in a firm, harsh shake, even as I continued to glare down at him.

      “I know that you will uphold your word,” I said in a dangerously low tone.

      His jaw twitched, then he nodded curtly.

      I remained glowering at him for several more moments before taking a step back. I faced the rest of my companions. “Potty break has come to an end…”
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      Although striking the hunters in their current vulnerable state would have been much easier, the idea did not sit right with me. As much as I loathed the hunters, I didn’t have it in me to launch an attack on them in such an undignified manner.

      I ordered Aisha and Horatio to lift whatever curse they had cast upon them. Aisha was disappointed, but she did as I commanded.

      We waited until, slowly, the hunters began leaving the tanks and trees, reattaching and refastening their weapons as they made their way back toward the hole in the ground that led to the ogres’ shelter.

      Leaving Anselm under the close watch of Ridan, I instructed the rest of our group to launch an attack. I told Ibrahim and Corrine to remove our cover of invisibility before the dragons soared with us down the cliffside. We reached the ground before the hunters could begin piling back into the hole.

      On noticing us, they immediately scrambled for shelter amidst bushes and trees and began aiming bullets at us.

      The truth was, I was growing tired of so much bloodshed. I didn’t want this to be another repeat of what had happened in The Woodlands, but I was not sure how else to get through to the IBSI other than causing them casualties.

      I ground my teeth as the dragons released their first bout of flames, sending the hunters fleeing for their lives deeper into the trees.

      The next thing we did was destroy their vehicles and all the weapons that were contained therein. Those weapons and their means of transport were the things I was most concerned about—some lone hunters escaping into the wilderness of The Trunchlands did not bother me. The stray escapees would either perish, or the luckier ones might find a way to flee back to Earth.

      But most of them, foolish and headstrong as they were, stayed to fight. Fastening armor around me that was specifically designed by our witches to avert hunters’ bullets, and grabbing a gun and ammunition from the large bags slung around Jeriad’s neck, I leapt off the dragon, leaving Sofia on his back. I felt more comfortable being on the ground this time, meeting them on their level, man to man.

      Hunters shot at me. The fact that they possessed speed and strength greater than they should as humans made firing back more difficult, but I managed to fell many of them.

      The area soon became a blur of smoke, fire and bullets. I prayed as I lurked behind a tree looking for my next target that none of my people would be injured.

      Then I spotted a familiar face. A very familiar face. It was Bradley Thornton—the same hunter responsible for sabotaging the League’s mission to free humans from the ogre-hijacked cargo ship near the Northern Mariana Islands. Now, apparently, he had been tasked with leading his crew into The Trunchlands.

      He recognized me by my eyes as he raised his gun and fired. “What exactly do you think you’re doing here, Novak?” he demanded.

      I ducked before sending a slew of bullets his way.

      “Pest control,” I shot back through gritted teeth.

      Thornton swore at me before firing another round of bullets.

      He moved with unnatural speed to a cluster of bushes closer to me where he could get a better angle. I was forced further around my tree for shelter. We played a game of hide and seek, winding and ducking between bushes and trees, until I managed to creep up on him from behind. Launching at him with speed that he did not possess, I wrapped an arm around his neck, knocked the weapon from his hands and pinned him to the ground.

      As I pressed the barrel of my gun against his back, to my surprise, he let out a chuckle. “You think you know what you’re doing, don’t you?” he rasped. “You think this is how you will solve Earth’s problems, right? Bring peace? You’re clueless, Novak. So bloody clueless.”

      Disconcertingly, he started laughing again. I pressed my gun harder against his back.

      “Laugh your way to hell, Thornton,” I hissed.

      But as much as I despised the man, I could not bring myself to shoot him in the back. Instead I moved to fire a bullet into his lower leg.

      But my righteousness became my weakness. Righteousness was lost on men like Thornton. The moment I shifted my weight even in the slightest, he used his alarming speed to slip out a knife from his right pocket. He swiveled beneath me and brought the blade driving toward my right eye. I caught his arm mid-air, any small traces of mercy I might have had quickly ebbing from my veins.

      But his eyes were still laughing at me, even as I pulled my trigger and lodged a bullet in his chest.

      Rising to my feet, I gazed down at his corpse. My insides clenched and knotted. I felt… incredibly disturbed.

      What did he mean by my not having a clue?

      I wasn’t able to rack my brain long about the matter, however, as two hunters began shooting at me. I spent the rest of the battle focusing on either killing the hunters, or injuring them enough to make them surrender their weapons and crawl into the trees.

      The fight did not last long. They were no match for us, and soon enough, we had rid the area of every single one of the hunters. The Trunchlands was apparently a big place, and there could be more hunters with vehicles and weapons in other areas, of course. We’d have to search this realm thoroughly before leaving, as well as destroy their buildings. But something told me that we had already found the majority of them.

      Ibrahim brought Anselm down from the cliffside. The king rushed into the hole to find his family. We followed him inside, emerging in a dark, dank network of bunkers, filled with imprisoned ogres.

      The skirmish was over, and none of our people had been wounded severely. We now had two realms who had sworn allegiance to our cause of solving Earth’s problems.

      Now of all times, I should’ve been feeling a sense of relief. A sense of accomplishment.

      But I was incapable of feeling anything close.

      I couldn’t stop my mind from returning to Thornton, replaying those last, unnerving moments of his life back in my head.

      And I couldn’t stop myself from wondering:

      What exactly did he mean by it all?
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      The first sense that returned to me was my sense of smell. I was breathing in an overpoweringly bitter stench. It made me want to retch. A round of coughs escaped my throat, drawing me further into consciousness. I was no longer surrounded by water. In fact, my body felt bone dry, if very cold. But my head ached terribly, like someone had just clubbed me with a baseball bat. I unglued my eyelids, my vision slowly coming into focus as I tried to prop myself up on my elbows. Beneath me was some kind of ultra-thin mattress. I could feel a hard, chilly floor beneath my joints.

      My sight becoming crisper, I took in my surroundings. I was in some kind of long, rectangular room… an old loft. Heavy metal beams ran from the ceiling to the walls, and the gap-filled floor was lined with holey wooden floorboards.

      A gas lamp burned in one corner, casting an orange glow around the loft. It was the only source of light except for rays of pale moonlight that spilled down through a central ceiling window. A ladder extended from the floor directly beneath it and connected to hooks under the windowpane.

      A few feet away from me was a worn sleeping bag and an austere-looking mattress like mine. I gazed down to realize that a second sleeping bag had been placed on me—it covered my legs and had been pulled up to my stomach.

      Then, in another corner, was a pile of utensils—an old-fashioned steam kettle, a few metal plates and spoons, steel pots and what looked like a camping stove.

      I realized that a thin veil of smoke was pervading the area. I caught sight of a burning object—a coil—set several feet away from the base of the ladder. That was where the bitter smell was emanating from. It looked like the type of coil one would use to fend off mosquitoes. It felt far too cold for there to be mosquitoes in this place, though.

      I clutched my throbbing head. How long have I been out for?

      Then it dawned on me. My hands. They were no longer locked behind my back. I was able to move my arms freely. I stared down at my red raw wrists. Who removed the cuffs?

      As much as it was a relief, the sight of my free hands caused a surge of panic to erupt within me. I suddenly feared that I was back in the hunters’ base—thrust up in some old, dilapidated loft, until I came to and they could complete their interrogation. Who else would’ve had the handcuffs’ key but the hunters?

      But why would the hunters want to free my hands? Especially after all the damage I’d caused—even with my hands tied. What hunter in their right mind would have removed the restraints?

      I dared climb to my feet. It took me a few attempts before I was finally able to stand without feeling faint.

      I moved slowly and cautiously toward the ladder in the center of the room that led up to the skylight, even as floorboards groaned beneath my feet. Gripping the sides of the metal ladder, I began climbing up. Once the top of my head was brushing against the glass, I gripped the handle of the window and pulled downward. With an unpleasant grinding sound, it opened, sending a pile of debris falling down into my hair and onto my face.

      Brushing myself off, I climbed a step higher, until my head poked through the window. A strong, bitingly cold wind immediately took away my breath and chilled me to the bone… But not as much as the vision that sprawled out all around me. I couldn’t even begin to estimate how many feet I was above the ground. I’d just pushed my head out from the roof of one of the numerous skyscrapers spiking the skyline… I was in the midst of a city. An old, dilapidated city that looked like it’d been ravaged by one too many violent riots.

      It was hard to spot a building, short or tall, whose windows weren’t smashed. Whose doors weren’t hammered in. Whose walls weren’t crumbling. The roads were littered with all sorts of junk—furniture, battered vehicles, and what looked chillingly like the remains of bodies.

      The truth of where I was dawned on me as I looked further into the distance. I spotted the long black river, beyond which was a high, solid electric fence.

      This meant that the hunters had not recaptured me.

      Someone else had.

      My eyes were drawn to a sudden spurt of movement in the street below. A tall, pale, naked form loped along the sidewalk just by my building. It wasn’t alone. Ten more followed after it, emerging from behind a crashed truck. I watched with bated breath as they passed the entrance to my building. They continued on their way down the road

      Now that I looked more closely, I spotted another group of pale, skeletal figures, moving along the road parallel to me. And then another crowd, several streets along. I realized that there was even movement in the lower levels of the high building opposite me.

      Bloodless.

      Could they be in this building too?

      I had escaped the hunters, I knew that for sure now. They would never bring me here. But where I had escaped to was now another matter entirely… I was out in a wilderness, right in the heart of Bloodless territory.

      Apparently, vast swathes of Chicago on this side of the river had been overtaken by the monsters. And on the other side was the IBSI’s base, and perhaps some safe, well-maintained residential areas. In all likelihood, the hunters had deliberately contaminated that river water with something that repelled Bloodless to keep them from crossing over it.

      I furrowed my brows, my last moments of consciousness in those murky waters returning to me. My head had hit against a hard surface. Something above me.

      What had that been?

      How had I gotten here?

      Who had saved me?

      A myriad of questions flooded my brain. But, as memories of the past forty-eight hours returned to me, a single question rose above all others. A question that was the sole cause of my being here in the first place. And a question whose answer I couldn’t help but feel held the key to the mysteries plaguing my mind regarding the IBSI, Atticus, Georgina… and Lawrence.

      WHAT IS FOEBA?
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      “Don’t expect me to catch them again…”

      I couldn’t deny that the witch’s words gave me chills, but there was not a single molecule within me that was willing to reconsider my plan. This was the way forward.

      Admittedly, it was good of Loira to agree to help me again at all. It wasn’t like she owed me any favors. She could have just dismissed me as crazy like my husband, blasted me off her territory, and returned home without another thought for me.

      Indeed, her assisting The Woodlands all those decades ago had also been generous. She had not asked for much in return—just a few sacks of clipped wolf nails for her apothecary.

      I was aware of how ironic the situation must have seemed to her—one of the very leaders who’d commissioned her to rid us of the Mortclaws now requesting her to let them go, free as birds.

      At least she did not waste time by pressing for an explanation. Perhaps she just wanted to get the task over and done with, and see the back of me. She knew from past experience how bullish and persistent I could be, so I supposed that this was wise on her part.

      After agreeing to assist me, Loira said that she needed to return home before leaving. I had interrupted a family lunch, and there were also other plans she’d made. She couldn’t say when she would return, but she said that it was unlikely to be before the end of the day…maybe not even before the next day. I cringed at the thought of wasting so much time, but bit my tongue and nodded curtly. I had no choice.

      I found somewhere sheltered on the beach to set up camp, and thus began my wait. I breathed in the ocean air, attempting to calm my nerves. Nerves that had been knotting up my stomach ever since I’d first laid eyes on that girl… Victoria. What an odious name.

      I didn’t even understand what Bastien saw in her, anyway. She had no appeal like my Rona did. A plain, shapeless body. Straight, lackluster hair. A wholly unremarkable face. And she was a human, of all things. How did Bastien ever think that it would work out? The children he begot with her would be stripped of half their potential before they were even born. They would be frail little babes, in comparison to the strong cubs he would have with my Rona. And then what about Victoria aging rapidly compared to him? Human years were very different from werewolf years. Would she become a vampire to combat this? My blood boiled just thinking of it. Bastien Mortclaw married to a vampire! Preposterous!

      There was only one person who had lost their mind in this whole situation and that was my poor, weak-minded nephew.

      My heart pounding, I tried to stop speculating and thinking about the hussy. Yes, she might have Bastien now, but it would not be for long…

      I thought momentarily of my husband, the fury that would be burning in his eyes if he saw what I was doing right now. Then I turned my thoughts once again to the Mortclaws. They were what I needed to focus my concentration on now. In truth, I was still largely in the dark regarding how exactly I was going to pull this off. How I would manage to control their actions once the witch did free them. But I was a fast thinker under pressure. Given what was at stake, I trusted that I would find a way. I would have no choice.

      I could not think about the consequences that could potentially ensue for The Woodlands again after freeing them.

      I would have to face that when we came to it.
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* * *

      Relief washed over me when Loira finally returned. Her mouth was grim as she approached.

      “Are you still sure that this will help The Woodlands?” she asked.

      I nodded, stoic. It occurred to me now that perhaps her delaying our journey had been an attempt to get me to reconsider my request during the time that I’d been forced to wait.

      “Well, you’re the ones who will suffer if you’re wrong,” Loira said with a sigh. “Let us depart.”

      She made us vanish and reappear on the scorched, dead land known as Murther—a small islet with no neighboring land masses for hundreds of miles. Hundreds of years ago, it had been home to a thriving little town of nymphs, but as with several other islets in the supernatural realm, it had become the victim of an angry dragon. As the tale went, an old dragon had embarked on a long voyage—to where, exactly, I forgot now—but he had stopped over on this luscious island of nymphs, requesting water and a meal. He should have been wiser. Men never did well to ask nymphs favors for anything.

      The spirits seduced him with their beauty, their sparkling eyes, and shimmering skin, with the intent of making an exotic meal out of him. Unfortunately for the nymphs, however, the dragon had come to his senses in time and in his rage burned the entire islet to a crisp. The nymphs had abandoned it, and Murther Island had remained abandoned ever since… Ever since Loira had made it the permanent prison of the Mortclaws.

      As I gazed around the black and gray landscape, waves of memories washed over me. Few knew the true history of the Mortclaws, how they’d evolved into such creatures of nightmares. Their legend had begun with the dawn of the black witches, during the time when the black witches were rampant and striving to regain the lost powers of their Ancients. A particularly pernicious group of such witches had desired to conduct a ritual to test how far their powers had advanced. The ritual involved enhancing a supernatural species’ powers above and beyond their natural capabilities. The black witches always did have a penchant for werewolves. They often utilized them for their nefarious activities—they even slaughtered them for their blood, which they used in potions or simply drank neat.

      It was logical and convenient for the black witches to make werewolves the subject of their new experiment. Thus, a group of them—led by a particularly vicious warlock—had descended on The Woodlands.

      At the time—many years ago—the Mortclaws had been a normal wolf pack, just like any other. Well… almost. They had been one of the most powerful tribes in our country. They had been feared and respected, and other packs usually avoided getting into conflicts with them at all costs and stayed far away from their territory due to their aggressive nature. Their bloodline was pure and strong, and it showed in their physical prowess. They had been among the largest wolves to ever roam our land.

      Given the natural prowess of the Mortclaw tribe, the black witches had chosen them specifically for their ritual. The witches had swooped down on The Woodlands one fateful night and surrounded the pack’s mountain abode. They had trapped all the residents inside and begun their ritual—a ritual that had lasted three days, and whose details nobody knew but the Mortclaws themselves. Whatever the black witches had done to them during those three days, by the time they had finished, the Mortclaws were practically a new species—a species unlike anything any of us had ever witnessed before.

      They had become the products of a heinous, black ritual.

      And once the witches were done with their experiment, satisfied by the progression of their magic, they’d simply left The Woodlands—after unleashing the Mortclaws upon the rest of The Woodlands’ inhabitants.

      None of us had had any idea what had hit us at first as the four-legged nightmares began sweeping through the land, ravaging the lairs of innocent tribes in their wake.

      The more superstitious among us believed them to be demons, or ghosts of some kind. They certainly looked like demons. Their appearance was threatening enough, being large, muscular beasts with striking, jet-black hair. But after the witches had meddled with them, although they retained the appearance of wolves for the most part, they had become almost like ghouls.

      Suddenly they had developed the ability to assume a subtle state and vanish at will, reappearing without warning at the most unexpected moment. They had enlarged to about twice their former size—including their jaws and claws—and they possessed the power to shift between wolf and human at will.

      They had also crossed a boundary that no wolf I’d ever known or heard of had ever crossed before. As if needlessly slaughtering their countrymen wasn’t enough, they had turned to cannibalism.

      They feasted on the corpses they felled like ravenous vultures, stripping the bodies to the bone. It was as if there was nothing else that appealed to their taste buds anymore but the warm flesh and hot gushing blood of their compatriots.

      I doubted that we’d ever experienced the full extent of the bizarre new powers that the witches had endowed them with. But perhaps the most chilling and disturbing of all was the way their eyes had changed. On looking into them, they could appear normal—extremely vivid in color, but nothing too out of the ordinary… that was until red tinged their pupils. A boiling, hellish red that spread across the entire eyeball with barely a second’s notice. If the unfortunate onlooker didn’t break eye contact in time, their own eyes would begin to burn from the inside out until their pupils were simply black holes.

      Many wolves did not survive the trauma—indeed, it was thought that if the onlookers’ eyes were glued for too long upon the Mortclaws’, their gaze would drill even deeper and carve crevices in their brains.

      Orion, Detrius’ uncle and my rather abhorrent relative, had been the victim of one of the Mortclaws’ burns. It had rendered him blind for life, but somehow he had managed to tear himself away before his brain was affected—Loira herself had been unable to restore vision in him after the assault. She’d simply cosmetically altered the appearance of his eyes so that he looked like a regular blind person rather than one who had gaping holes through his eyeballs.

      The devastation caused by the Mortclaws became quickly widespread, due to their ability to move with the speed of a witch and manifest themselves without the slightest bit of warning. Boundaries meant nothing to them—there were no boundaries that could keep them out. There was no way for us to stay safe, to protect our families from their horrific new appetite.

      Many wolves had believed that this would the end for us. But I was not among such believers. Neither was Sergius, my sister and brother-in-law, and a number of other strong alpha leaders. We had all combined together in what was arguably the most urgent and secretive meeting ever called in the history of The Woodlands and decided that our only course of action was to seek the help of The Sanctuary’s witches. The white witches.

      Thus, we embarked on a journey to the witches’ realm, and after much pleading, we managed to find a single witch who was willing to help us… or at least attempt to help us.

      The main obstacle that we faced was how to even catch the Mortclaws in the first place. How would we lure them out of The Woodlands? The answer to that question came the very night we returned to our homeland with Loira. We had been scoping out the area outside the Mortclaws’ lair when we caught the sound of a cub crying.

      A cub.

      I guessed instantly to whom that cub belonged. There was only one infant in the Mortclaws’ tribe I was aware of, and that was the baby of Vertus and Sendira Mortclaw, the alpha male and female of the pack.

      Loira, with the ability to make herself invisible, vanished herself and entered the Mortclaws’ lair. When she returned, she was carrying a cub with glossy, black-as-night fur and light gray eyes. Bastien was what Vertus and Sendira had named their cub, or so I’d heard. Loira said that she’d found him alone in a crib. She hadn’t spotted any adults around. Perhaps they had all been out on a fresh killing spree.

      The first thing that struck me about the baby was that he seemed to be the same size as an ordinary wolf cub—no sign of abnormal enlargement like his parents and other adults in his tribe. This made us speculate that perhaps Bastien had been left out of the black witches’ ritual, given that he was only an infant. Or at least he hadn’t been affected to the same extent the others had.

      The fact that the cub was still alive, and appeared to be healthy, also led us to believe that the Mortclaws still had the ability to love and care for their young. It was a wolf’s natural instinct, after all—be they male or female. All wolves went soft in the face of cubs. Even I, who had not exactly garnered the reputation of being a softhearted woman, went soft before babies. The same was true to this day.

      As the cub continued to cry, Loira vanished us to a distant cluster of rocks in the midst of the ocean, where we discussed what we could possibly do with our new find.

      Our next step soon became clear. If the cub was who we thought he was, we had found the bait that we needed. Now all that remained was to figure out the best way to utilize it.

      We had to find a way to lure the Mortclaws away from The Woodlands. Together, we managed to come up with a plan.

      Loira returned to the Mortclaws’ lair—leaving Bastien with us—and waited for them to return and discover that the baby had disappeared. When Sendira and Vertus returned from wherever they had been and came to visit their baby in his room only to find that he was gone, Loira described their disturbance as palpable. The witch then gathered the courage to reveal herself to them and inform them that she had kidnapped the baby. If they ever wanted to see him again, she’d informed them, then they would need to follow her to an island where she held the baby captive. Not just Sendira and Vertus, but every single member of the Mortclaw pack.

      The couple, grieving and enraged, had attempted to capture Loira, but with her magic she could meet them on equal ground. She could meet their speed and vanish before they could touch her. When she finally threatened to kill the baby if they did not begin following her within the next hour, having no other choice, the couple hurriedly gathered their tribe together… and the rest, as they say, was history.

      Loira had described the other tribe members as extremely reluctant to follow—naturally, just as Sendira and Vertus were—but even in their new, monstrous incarnations, it was still instinctive for them to obey their leaders. And within Sendira and Vertus was still the love of parents. Parents who would do anything for the safety of their child.

      Thus, between young Bastien and Loira, The Woodlands was saved. The witch led the Mortclaws to the abandoned Murther Island, where she already knew existed a suitable cave to lead them into. Once they had all gathered inside, on the promise of finding Bastien in its depths, she closed off the cave’s entrance with an indestructible, fiery gate… indestructible to anyone but a black witch. But we never saw any reason for those witches to seek out the Mortclaws after they’d already abandoned them. The Mortclaws had served their purpose during the ritual, having been a test for the black witches’ level of power, and were of no more use to the witches. Still, Loira had agreed to check back some time later to verify that the Mortclaws were still locked up.

      On arriving outside the cave, she had expected them to have starved to death… but they hadn’t. They were alive on the other side of the magical gate.

      A few years later, Loira made a brief stop by our lair. I had been out at the time and hadn’t been able to see her, but she had informed my husband that she checked the Mortclaws again out of curiosity, and they had still been living. This led us to conclude that their ability to survive without food for a long, long time was yet another side effect of the black witches’ ritual.

      And I am counting on them still being alive now.

      “How is the boy?” Loira interrupted my thoughts as we neared the dead tree whose hidden hollow contained the key to the Mortclaws’ prison.

      By boy, of course, she was referring to Bastien.

      “He’s… so-so,” I replied.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she pressed. “He still lives with you, in The Woodlands, right?”

      “That is right,” I answered.

      “And he still doesn’t know the truth about his heritage? He never asked questions?”

      “He still doesn’t know the truth,” I replied. “My late sister and brother-in-law—”

      “Late?” Loira interrupted, her eyes widening. “What happened?”

      I told her briefly about the hunters who had occupied The Woodlands and managed to infiltrate the Blackhalls’ lair via the traitorous Detrius and Orion. The witch appeared quite shocked, asking me details regarding their deaths, before she turned the subject back to Bastien.

      “Yes,” I said, “as I was saying, my late sister and brother-in-law brought Bastien up to believe that he was their child. His inability to become two-legged until he was an early teenager did bring a lot of questions to his mind, but they simply told him that he was different. A quirk of nature.”

      “Doesn’t he look very different than his siblings did?” the witch wondered.

      “There is a difference, of course,” I replied. “But not an alarming one. The Blackhall siblings didn’t look all that much alike, anyway.” The lack of difference between them and Bastien was thanks to the black witches’ not touching him much. They’d clearly affected him somewhat, given his delayed development as a child. He also had greater strength and speed than probably any male wolf in The Woodlands, and his spirit was wild and hard to tame. But that could also be attributed to his fine bloodline—the black witches had chosen the Mortclaws as their test subjects for good reason.

      The witch stopped asking questions as we arrived at the dead tree. She knelt on the ground and reached inside its rotten hollow. She rummaged for a few moments before withdrawing a large, cast-iron key whose teeth were sharp and jagged.

      She stopped to eye the key for a beat before swallowing and handing it to me. “Well, Brucella,” she said. “Here you are. You seem to know what you’re doing, or at least think you know. I granted your wish to bring you here, even walked with you to the key, but I do not wish to stay any longer. I have business to attend to back home.”

      The key seemed to grow heavier in my hands.

      At the back of my mind, I had been hoping that she would stay around longer. I wasn’t sure how she thought I was going to get off the island with no boat. Then it struck me that she was probably so convinced that I would not survive the encounter that she didn’t even bother thinking about it. Not that it was her concern anyway. I’d only asked her to bring me here and that was all she had agreed to.

      I coughed my throat clear. “Thank you,” I murmured.

      She nodded and looked me over one more time before vanishing. When I glanced again at the key in my hands, I realized that they were trembling slightly.

      I gazed at my foreboding surroundings; a terrain of black, its appearance exuded misfortune. Then I turned my focus on the mounds of rock in the distance. I was now perhaps just a mile or so away from the Mortclaws’ cave. If I ran, I would be standing outside their gate in less than a minute.

      But something made me hold back and wait by this old, rotten tree. As much as I hated to admit it to myself, that something was fear. Now that I was here, abandoned and alone, on this foreboding islet, I experienced true doubt in myself for the first time since embarking on this mission. Had Sergius been right all along by trying to stop me? Was this really the only way forward? But I caught myself before I could sink too deep into cowardice.

      I widened my stance, digging my heels deeper into the soil. Perhaps, after the demise of the black witches, the Mortclaws would pose less of a danger to me now, anyway.

      But I couldn’t rely on that.

      I had to stop fearing and speculating, and start thinking.

      Given what we had done to the Mortclaws, my game plan had to be to ensure that—in whatever condition I found them in— they fulfilled my purposes… and left me alive to tell the tale.

      I turned the metal key over in my hands as I thought deeply.

      I had one trump card to play.

      God knew, I had to play it well…
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